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Abstract  

Men’s lives are characterized by life transitions that can be variously ‘liminal;’ potentially 

disruptive to men’s selves and identities. Further, liminality may challenge some masculine 

norms, like invulnerability. This begs the question of how men respond to liminality; when is 

change a problem for men, and how so? In this thesis, I investigated ways that men’s self-

concept as stable or changing is shaped by masculine norms in Ireland. In three interview studies 

I sought to answer two research questions: (1) how men practice and manage personal 

change/stability, and (2) what kinds of men they describe becoming or remaining. Using 

discursive and narrative analysis, I identified three self-construction strategies that men used to 

engage with liminality in their life stories. In study 1, men constructed stable and authentic selves 

against a backdrop of environmental change. In study 2, explicitly normative men constructed 

themselves as succeeding at both young adulthood and masculinity when asked to tell stories 

about change. In study 3, less normative men constructed intersectional identities and told stories 

of self-directed growth through challenging life transitions. Across these three studies, I 

identified that through these men’s claims of self-stability, they constructed invulnerability to 

change, and through their claims of self-directed change constructed more organic and growing 

selves. In both cases, these men practiced personal change by locating liminality far away from 

their current selves. While bound by psychological interview methods, Irish masculine norms, 

and broader politics of identity, these findings have important implications for future efforts to 

synthesize liminality and intersectionality theories in order to expand our understanding of self 

and identity in contexts of complex social change. 
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Chapter 1  

  

“Lord knows I can’t change”  

-Lynyrd Skynyrd, Freebird, 1973  

“Changes, just gonna have to be a different man”  

-David Bowie, Changes, 1971  

  

General Introduction  

If there is one common thread that connects men across the world, it is the constant 

change that shapes their lives. Life transitions in general can be important, celebrated, or 

commemorated cultural milestones: from coming of age, graduating from secondary school or 

university, getting a job or degree, becoming a father, and many more. These milestones can 

shape and mark men’s lives, creating sharp, ‘liminal’ thresholds from one stage of life into the 

next (Turner, 1969). Daily life, however, consists of constant, mundane, or unmarked change, 

presenting thresholds that can be harder to identify and changes that can be more difficult to 

track. These everyday changes can accumulate leaving people in profoundly challenging, and 

more ontologically liminal spaces (O’Reilly; 2018). In the same way that a couple in a Christian 

wedding ceremony may stand before an altar, not yet but almost married, so too may a person 

seeking a job or looking for housing be not yet, but almost, housed or employed; caught in 

liminality. Up until very recently (e.g., Bartlett & Eriksson, 2019; Hegarty, 2019), masculinity 

has been overlooked in investigations of liminality - as has liminality in critical masculinity 

studies. How liminality, specifically dramatic personal change, may both pose specific threats 
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and offer specific opportunities for men remains an open question. We investigated how men 

used masculinity and liminality to tell stories about their own life transitions. 

Liminality theory (Turner, 1969; 1987) provides a framework for exploring these 

transitional periods and life changes and identifies how both personal and social change can be 

challenging for people’s sense of self. ‘Liminality’ refers to these ‘in-between states,’ and can 

encompass anything from the more personal examples above, to the experiences of whole 

societies in a rapidly changing postmodern world (See Thomassen, 2009 for review). All of these 

subjective experiences of being on the threshold or in transition between two different contexts, 

life stages, or social positions can be understood as ‘liminal’ states or spaces (Van Gennep et al., 

1960; Turner, 1969; 1987). However, liminality and change are not synonymous. Liminal 

contexts are fundamentally characterized by the disruption of an individual's position, or sense of 

place and power, within an existing social structure; as such they often necessitate renegotiation 

or repositioning of the self within the newer social structure to restore agency (Noble & Walker, 

1997; Ybema et al., 2005). As such, subjective experiences of liminality may involve the 

destabilization of an individual’s self-concept. This in turn may challenge conceptualizations of 

the self as coherent and stable. Therefore, liminality, change, and transition are not synonymous. 

For example, a life transition like fatherhood may not be particularly disruptive to one man’s 

sense of who he is while another may experience fatherhood as huge change to his identity and 

therefore, a more liminal experience.  

In 2019, the American Psychological Association issued their first ever guidelines for 

best practice with Men and Boys (Pappas, 2019) which reiterated that while patriarchy, or gender 

inequality, confers privilege and social advantage to men in general, it also confers a complex set 

of social norms on their behaviour. On one hand, stoic and self-reliant norms can shape men’s 
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understanding of which of their experiences are health concerns that merit seeking psychological 

or physical help (Connell, 1995; Jansz 2000; Liu, 2005; Connell & Messershmidt, 2005; Coles, 

2009; Mankowski & Maton, 2010; Connel, 2016, Messerschmidt & Messner, 2018). On the 

other hand, men also practice and enact some of these same norms, such as self-reliance and 

independence, in seeking personal change and healthcare help (Smith et al., 2007; Mikorski, 

2020). Even more, recent cultural shifts in some countries, like Australia, are reframing and 

challenging these norms by encouraging men to ‘man up’ and be vulnerable about their mental 

health (Schlichthorst et al., 2018). With health and other behaviours, men can embrace, enact, 

refute, and reform the various social norms on their behaviour (Lomas et al., 2013). This 

diversity of norms for men’s behaviour necessitates a nuanced understanding of men’s 

masculinity and their self-concepts.  

Masculinities themselves are specific ‘configurations of practice,’ or ways of acting and 

interacting within the context of hierarchical gender relations (Connell, 1995). Masculinity is not 

limited to men, nor universal for all men (Carrigan et al., 1985); rather, masculinity is the 

specific and localized ‘performance’ of identity (see Butler, 2010) that plays out through 

behaviour, interaction, and language (see Edley, 2001; Wetherell & Edley, 1999). The most 

normative, or ‘ideal,’ practices for a given context are called ‘hegemonic masculinities’ (Connell 

& Messershmidt, 2005). While there has been significant debate about hegemonic masculinity’s 

different theoretical formulations from its inception, Messerschmidt’s (2012; 2018) definition as 

the practices that most tenaciously prop-up systems of patriarchy in a specific context has 

excellent utility in synthesizing masculinity’s structural and locally performative aspects.  

This functional definition highlights the ways that hegemonic masculinity is both 

tenacious and flexible, allowing men to remain socially advantaged while the specific norms 
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which uphold this advantage change (Demetriou, 2001; Dean, 2013; Voorhees & Orlando, 2018). 

For example, it is entirely possible that in a local context, hegemonic norms of health and 

wellbeing could be encouraged without challenging the gendered social hierarchies that 

reproduce inequalities (see Lomas et al., 2016). As such, hegemony is adaptable and diverse in 

that different contexts have different norms for men’s behaviour both embedded in, and socially 

constraining, interactions and behaviour therein (See Ehrenreich 1984; Demetriou 2001; Hooper 

2001; Messner 2007; Messerschmidt 2015). For example, while a sports pitch and a debate stage 

may both encourage competitive masculinities, the specific norms around the most culturally 

powerful, or hegemonic, ways to perform this (such as displaying physical prowess or a sharp 

wit) might vary dramatically between the two. In this way, performances of masculinity are less 

located in the actor than in their interaction with the stage and the normative demands of the 

audience (Ridge, 2019; Foucault, 1977). The question at hand is therefore not if liminality is a 

problem for all men, or particularly problematic for certain ‘types’ of men. Rather, how men 

describe their self-changes as liminal, and how they engage with variously hegemonic norms to 

do this; in short, we examine how men do liminal masculinity through recounting their life 

transitions. 

Intersectionality theory (See Collins & Bilge, 2020) is one framework to understand how 

different men may experience similar life transitions as variously liminal. Intersectionality theory 

states that identities and collections of practice, such as masculinity, are inextricably embedded 

in a network of social domination and subordination with other categories of class, nationality, 

sexuality, and ability (to name a few) in addition to gender (Crenshaw, 1989; Brah & Phoenix, 

2004). For some men, simply belonging to low-status, low-power groups such as older, lower-

class, non-white, or sexual minorities, can marginalize them and discount them from patriarchal 
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privileges associated with being men (Coston & Kimmel, 2012; Griffith, 2012). For example, a 

common privilege that men have that many women do not is the freedom to walk alone without 

fear of harassment or assault, especially in urban areas and at night. However, many non-white 

men (especially in the United States), are at risk of being seen as threatening or menacing by 

others, which is associated with a disproportionate rate of police violence towards non-white men 

(Edwards et a.,, 2019). Essentially, privileged positions are mutually constitutive and 

intersectional; most of the social privileges conferred by patriarchal systems of gender inequality 

are only enjoyed by the most advantaged men and denied to many others. 

As such, men occupying disadvantaged intersections may be marginalized across 

different contexts, consistently caught outside of structures of social privilege and social norms 

alike. These people can be said to lead more ‘ontologically liminal’ lives (O'Reilly, 2018), where 

they are not only caught on the threshold, as Turner (1969) might say, of multiple positions in 

wider society but caught in overlapping subjective experiences of liminality as well. For 

example, immigrants may find themselves at risk of unemployment, and thus losing the financial 

means necessary to claim legal residency, which is itself necessary in order to obtain legal 

employment. This indeed has been widely documented with respect to immigration (Beckstead, 

2010), but also ability (e.g., Willett & Deegan, 2001), refugee status (O'Reilly, 2018), and gender 

identity (Dentice & Dietert, 2015), to name just a few. Using an intersectional lens to examine 

liminal masculinity highlights both the complexity of men’s identity performances and the 

broader socio-political context: the stage upon which they play out.  

Theorising Men’s Liminal and Intersectional Selves  

Finally, a theory of self is necessary to examine how men experience all of these systems 

and structures they navigate, and how they relate this experience. According to Gergen (2011), 
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the self, or “psychological or mental world within the individual,” is fundamentally socially 

constructed; its ‘internal’ component only ever empirically observable through its performance. 

Through this framework, emotions, memories, attitudes, and other components of the self are 

actions; they are less discrete ‘things’ that people possess, more practices that they perform, in 

relation to others (Bahktin, 1981; Potter & Wetherell, 1987; Middleton & Brown, 2005). The 

self, as something people do, is therefore much more narrative than fixed - constantly rebuilt and 

retold when new experiences, actions, and interaction are incorporated (McIntyre, 1984; 

McAdams, 1985; 2006).  

This constructivist framework has important implications for understanding men’s 

liminal and intersectional experiences. As such, men’s experiences of identity changes and 

challenges encountered in liminality are of less interest themselves than the way men practice 

elements of themselves and their masculinities by recounting these experiences. Similarly, the 

intersectional position (his demographic information, for example) that a man may occupy in a 

specific context or society is of less interest than the ‘subject position’ he takes; the way he 

describes himself and his experiences with respect to wider patterns of privilege and inequality. 

The focus of this theoretical synthesis then, is on the ways that men construct more and less 

liminal selves, and how by doing so they position these selves with respect to broader social 

structures such as masculinity.  

One primary concern for men’s self-construction is their engagement with vulnerability 

(see Gough, 2018 for review). Some still widely endorsed norms can encourage men to express 

themselves through stoicism, independence, and outward invulnerability (Connell, 1995; Connell 

& Messershmidt, 2005). For example, a comprehensive survey identified that Americans believe 

society most values men who are powerful, moral, and ambitious, and most devalues men who 
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are sexist and abusive, but also emotional and vulnerable (Parker et al., 2017). This 

invulnerability can play out in men’s accounts of their own experiences, often characterized by 

‘cloudy’ descriptions of challenging and vulnerable situations (Schwab et al., 2016). On the other 

hand, men also resist and reconfigure these norms into expressions of vulnerability and 

emotional intimacy (Gough, 2018). For example, in many healthcare contexts such as clinical 

care and wellness practices, men can practice connectedness and responsibility towards 

themselves and others (Emslie et al., 2006; 2007; Ridge et al., 2011). Men practicing these more 

connected masculinities, however, can also face backlash from others in society who expect 

more ‘traditional’ masculine performances (Lomas et al., 2016). As such, men move through 

multiple overlapping hegemonies across different local contexts, each with different norms 

around self-expression.  

The question of how men conceptualize themselves as stable or changing across these 

overlapping contexts is central to identifying performances of liminal masculinity. A small but 

growing branch of research has identified that masculinity can play out in men’s self-

constructions of stability and resistance to change. Significant quantitative (Kernis, 2005; 

Goldman & Kernis 2002; Greenier et al., 1995; Seery et al., 2004) and qualitative (Baur & 

McAdams 2004; Lilgendahl, McAdams 2011; Dunlop et al., 2016) work has identified that 

maintaining a cohesive and stable self-concept is generally adaptive across a wide variety of 

contexts. Edley (2002, 2006) has described how in Western countries, where people are expected 

to have stable, consistent, and very ‘real’ internal selves, men may face even greater cultural 

imperative to understand and describe themselves as stable and consistent. Especially in the face 

of rapid social transition (Keohane and Kuhling 2004; Sherman 2009) and threats to health 

(Lynch et al., 2010), some men resist both individual change, such as how they communicate or 
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what jobs they hold, and structural change, preferring to stick to established cultural norms and 

traditions and openly opposing new laws, behaviours, and ideas.  

Research Context: Ireland and University  

The specific social history of Ireland, however, presents a set of norms that may 

encourage men to be relatively more flexible, perhaps out of necessity, in their accounts of 

change. Indeed, Irish masculinities can be understood as actively in-transition; in only a few 

decades, rapid social changes in Ireland have reshaped gender relations and placed many men in 

compounding liminal spaces (Szakolczai, 2014). While masculinity is a highly localized practice, 

culture and social history are instrumental in providing the norms for people’s identity 

performance and communication in these local contexts (see Foucault, 1977; Weiss & Wodak, 

2007). Therefore, Ireland’s turbulent recent history and liminal present are both important for 

contextualizing men’s accounts of their own histories and selves. Importantly, contextual and 

cultural norms may apply to any men in Ireland, not only those who identify as Irish. Essentially, 

the question at hand most concerns the way that men’s self-constructions play out in an Irish 

context, rather than investigating their constructions of Irish identity.  

Over the past century, Irish cultural norms were partially formed in response to (and 

often protest against) the influence of Britain, the Catholic Church, and the economic conditions 

of the Celtic Tiger (Inglis, 1987; Ging, 2009; Beatty, 2019). First, the roots of modern Irish 

masculinities can be traced to Ireland’s history as a nation colonized by Britain; James Joyce’s 

Dubliner’s (1992) remains a powerful depiction of song-suffering and stoic masculinity under 

British colonial rule (Lloyd, 1998). However, In the late 19th and early 20th centuries, at the 

intersection of nation and gender, a distinctly powerful Irish masculinity was developed 

involving national and catholic pride and engagement with traditionally Gaelic sport (Beatty, 
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2021; McDevitt, 1997). Through values like violence and meritocracy, these norms served as a 

way to catalyse social change and revolution against colonial rule, but also police the borders of 

this change and reign in overly progressive, feminist, attitudes (Beatty, 2021). These 

contradictions characteristic of post-colonial masculinities remain relevant into the 21st century 

where heroic sport stars are constructed as both agents of change, heralds of the future of Ireland, 

and the embodiment of traditional masculine values of the past (Free, 2005; 2007). 

The Catholic Church’s subsequent ‘moral monopoly’ on Irish gender relations also 

encouraged men, through strict gender role segregation, to adopt contextually contingent and 

contradictory masculinity. The Catholic Church’s direct control over gender norms continued 

until the mid 20th century (and even later in rural Ireland). Through the national catholic school 

systems, young girls were taught domestic tasks, such as homecare and sewing, and young boys 

were taught farm management and agriculture (Ingliss, 1987). As a result, the Church 

empowered Irish mothers within the limited scope of domestic life through associations with the 

Virgin Mary, while men, who organized themselves around the public hearths of pubs, were 

viewed as less pious and more prone to bodily sin (Scheper-Hughes, 2001). Navigating these 

traditional norms for Irish men required navigating the contradiction between secular power, and 

humility, contrition, or absence from domestic and religious life. As such, men’s responses to 

both colonialism and Catholicism resulted in masculine norms structured around work and public 

life; for example, Irish expats in Britain practiced their masculinity through engagement with 

community workplaces, pubs, sport clubs, and during Gaelic celebrations and games (Mac an 

Ghaill and Haywood, 2007).  

However, the Celtic Tiger years of rapid economic transformation (from the 1980’s to the 

2000’s) and the subsequent 2008 recession, introduced another rift (between traditional and 
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modern) into Irish society through restructuring this exact masculine public sphere (Keohane and 

Kuhling, 2004; Ging, 2009). While providing an expanded set of possible career paths and 

lifestyles for men, as traditional roles rapidly disappeared, some men found these changes to be 

deeply threatening as they perceived their traditional lifestyles, livelihoods, and privileges 

weakening or being ‘lost’ to women (O’Connor, 1999). An examination of suicide notes (most of 

them written by men) during Ireland’s rapid commercialization identified profoundly anomic 

(see Durkheim, 1966) accounts of purposelessness driven by the collision of traditional 

masculinity with rapidly changing gender norms (Keohane and Kuhling, 2004). Similarly, men 

also reported that even though they felt that they had more options theoretically available to 

them, the normative pressure to get a good education, a good job, and buy a house left only a 

single anomic and ‘hopeless’ path available to them (Begley et al., 2003).  

As part of this normative, anomic path, universities can provide a liminal context for men 

in Ireland; they are spaces set apart (physically and otherwise), with their own constantly shifting 

rules, designed as a series of trials to be passed through onwards to a different phase of life 

(Tsuda, 1993; Carnes, 2004; Field & Morgan-Klein, 2010; Vaira, 2014). Similar to Ireland as a 

whole, universities also provide significantly conflicting norms for men’s behaviour. While 

western universities have the reputation for being feminized or at least egalitarian (see 

Whelehan, 2000; Tasker and Negra, 2007), this can mask the hegemony of particularly 

competitive and aspirational masculinities (Morrissey 2012; Berg & Huijbens, 2016) including in 

Ireland (Holborow & O'sullivan, 2017). By far the most discussed ‘type’ of masculinities in 

universities are the wilfully regressive and chauvinistic ‘Lad Masculinities’ (See Benwell, 2002; 

Beynon, 2002), defined by selective resistance to modern egalitarian and feminist norms through 

practices such as homophobia, sexism, sporting, and drinking (Beynon, 2002; Ging, 2009; 

https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1111/gwao.12346?casa_token=gu-j206JlPwAAAAA%3Aa4WKDi2PN7rbex6jzy5CSuJ8is6l8RRAC3kXQKrmgIGBbdzNffogybac6TPSFTfXYJvosCXQNCxCHOAB#gwao12346-bib-0028
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1111/gwao.12346?casa_token=gu-j206JlPwAAAAA%3Aa4WKDi2PN7rbex6jzy5CSuJ8is6l8RRAC3kXQKrmgIGBbdzNffogybac6TPSFTfXYJvosCXQNCxCHOAB#gwao12346-bib-0028
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Dempster, 2009; 2011; Phipps et al., 2018). While these masculinities are largely situated in the 

U.K., particularly rebellious and ironic constructions are also present in Irish media (see Ging, 

2012). However, research on men’s adoption of these practices in Ireland, especially in 

university, remains inconclusive. Either way, men in Irish universities face a competitive field of 

many overlapping liminal spaces and challenges to their own masculinity and sense of self. 

Taken together, the discursive norms available for men in Ireland at the time and place 

that this research was conducted (an Irish university from 2014 through 2018) can be understood 

as complicated and contradictory. On one hand, men who embrace particularly laddish or violent 

masculinities pay the same price in Ireland as they often do elsewhere: isolation, risky 

behaviours, competition, abuse, and suicide (Cleary, 2005; Garcia, 2016). On the other, with 

such rapid social change underway in Ireland, men increasingly find purpose and pride in both 

parenting and domestic roles (see Nixon et al., 2010; Hanlon, 2012). Most relevant to our 

specific questions regarding change, some Irish men reported nuanced, flexible, and fluid 

understandings of gender (see Darcy, 2019). Other Irish men also reported awareness of the 

performativity of their masculinity, and it’s changing nature across contexts (Johnston & 

Morrison, 2007). Whether by relying on traditional values of strength and power or embracing a 

cultural shift towards egalitarianism, Ireland’s rapidly shifting society and conflicting masculine 

norms place importance on men’s ability to negotiate these conflicts; potentially by constructing 

flexible and adaptable selves. 

Research Questions  

Constructions of the self as stable could be broadly adaptive for many Western men, but 

the particularly liminal contexts that may characterise some less privileged men’s lives, may also 

require men to adopt more flexible self-concepts. The proceeding studies represent three 
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investigations of liminal masculinity, specifically how men reckon with liminality in their lives. 

To do this, I examined the ways that men practice and manage personal change and stability and 

identified the kinds of men they described becoming or remaining. To study these related 

questions, I developed two interconnected research questions.  

RQ1. How do men practice and manage personal change/stability?  

1. What are the discursive strategies that men use to engage with personal and 

environmental change in their stories of life transitions?   

a. Do some men tell stories of personal change in response to changing 

circumstances?   

b. Do some men deny personal change completely?  

RQ2. What kinds of men do they describe becoming or remaining?  

2. How do men engage with broader patterns of masculinity and intersectional advantage 

and disadvantage in stories of change and/or stability?    

a. Do some describe experiences of change (or stability) in ways that are more 

masculine than others?  

b. Do men’s stories engage with other intersections of advantage and disadvantage, 

and if so, how?  

Methodology  

Dissertation Structure  

This dissertation consists of three standalone qualitative studies formatted as journal 

articles. Each study is designed to build upon the findings of its predecessor. In the first study 

(Firnhaber et al., 2019), I examined how men tell stories of masculinity, continuity, and change 

in the liminal context of moving between hometown and university. In the second study, I 
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specified the sample to more privileged men (Irish, employed, university graduates) to examine 

men’s self-constructions of masculinity and agency in their accounts of young adult life 

transitions. Conversely, in the third study, I examined how men with less privileged identities 

constructed liminal and intersectional masculinity across narratives of many different life 

transitions. In this way, the proceeding chapters constitute consecutive ‘snapshots’ of the 

research team’s decision that a clear answer to the current question was reached with the given 

dataset, and our efforts to expand this with a new question.  

This decision to present each analytic effort as a standalone journal article and ‘snapshot’ 

of a point along the research process does mean that my analysis presented in chapter 2, for 

example, does not fully benefit from the conclusions in chapter 4 on intersectional subject 

positions, and therefore ‘misses out’ on developing this potential direction. However, this 

decision allows me to illustrate the development and pursuit of our two specific research 

questions across a series of three studies each informed by the conclusions of its predecessor. 

This decision also preserves transparency; the analytic process was done almost entirely 

sequentially. Indeed, our choice to analyse men’s intersectional subject positions in chapter 4 

was reached precisely through reflecting on the implications of findings presented in chapter 2. 

Though adjustments have been made throughout in order to present a theoretically cohesive 

narrative, there are differences between each standalone study that reflect the growing theoretical 

and analytic expertise of the research team. As such, methodological commonalities between all 

three (interviews, reflexive position, analytical strategy, participant demographics, and recursive 

procedures) are reviewed below.  
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Interviews 

This programme of research consisted of three interview studies of 26 men’s stories about 

their experiences as men navigating transition points in their lives. All interviews were individual 

and done in quiet locations around a university campus, nearby towns, and participants’ homes. 

For each study, our recruitment materials (see appendix a) were designed to make clear that our 

research was explicitly on men’s experiences of life transitions. For example, the participant 

information sheet for the first study read:  

We are inviting you to take part in a study of men’s experiences during their transition into 

university. We are interested in your experiences in terms of how university differs from 

your life at home, your challenges with adjustment to life at university, and how you 

perceive yourself as a result.  

This was done to avoid relying on overly-interpretive procedures of identifying what 

‘counts’ as masculinity, or life transitions, in participants talk. Rather, we could understand 

participants’ self-constructions as at least contained within a conversation explicitly about men’s 

experiences and challenges in adjusting to (at least one) life transition. Similarly, we developed a 

semi-structured interview schedule (see appendix b) that we used with some variation across all 

three studies to further encourage participants to engage with masculinity.  

In order to address RQ1, interviews involved the primary researcher encouraging 

participants to tell a story about themselves, beginning with their own personal background: “tell 

me a bit about you, who you are and where you’re from.” Then, the interviewer loosely guided 

participants through their experiences with each relevant life transition. To address RQ2, we 

followed conventions in discursive research on masculinity (see Edwards 2004; Wetherell & 

Edley, 2009) and asked each participant a variation of the prompt ‘With a lot of this interview, 
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I’m interested in masculinity and how people choose to be and act as men.’ While not entirely an 

investigation of ‘lay discourses’ of masculinity, we nevertheless followed discursive 

psychological standards of placing as much of the responsibility for defining masculinity on 

participants, rather than the analyst (see Edwards & Potter, 1992; Jones, 1995). In this way, we 

designed the interviews to allow participants the freedom to tell their own self-story while 

reflecting on their position and experiences as men (something many men stated was new for 

them).  

Importantly, interviews often concluded with a positive question, along the lines of “Finally, 

what are some of your proudest moments, your biggest triumphs, during your first year [in 

university]?” This was initially designed as an ethical consideration to balance out our inquiry 

into participants’ challenges and self-changes. However, it also unsurprisingly gave many 

participants’ stories positive endings, at least structurally. This required an analytical distinction 

between participants’ constructions of their current selves (through present tense self-relevant 

statements at any point in their interviews) and the selves that they constructed at the conclusion 

of their interview (regardless of their tense). Our analysis was focused on the first of these as our 

research questions concerned participants self-constructions rather than the structure of their 

storytelling (see Barthes, 1966). Therefore, when we refer to ‘upward trajectories’ in the 

proceeding chapters, we refer to positive contrasts between participants’ construction of past and 

present selves, rather than narratives that end with an account of past triumphs. 

All interviews were transcribed using abridged Jeffersonian notation (Jefferson & Lee, 

1981; Poland, 2003). This involves a standardized way of representing naturalized speech and 

can include notation of structural elements like timed pauses and laughter, when relevant. We 

used abridged as opposed to full Jeffersonian notation as our research questions focused on 
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participants’ broader narratives and self-constructions, rather than their use of structural elements 

of speech (such as tone and interruption) that is of more concern for a Conversation Analysis 

(Hutchby & Wooffitt, 2008). 

Reflexive Position and Practices 

As the primary researcher, interviewer, and data analyst, I am a white, university 

educated, straight-presenting, cisgender man from a middle-class background in the United 

States, living in Ireland. This particularly privileged position certainly shaped my research from 

interview to analysis in many ways. Primarily, it means that throughout these interviews, I shared 

not only the status of being a man, but many other group memberships (such as education, 

immigrant status, and race), with different participants. It is well established that conversation 

with other men provides various constraints (Kiesling, 2005; 2007), from more comfort in some 

cases to more pressure to maintain masculine standards in others. As such, men likely treated me 

as an insider with respect to masculinity, as well as other group memberships such as being non-

Irish. Overall, I suspect that my position as a researcher, and participants’ psychologized 

understanding of an interview context (Potter, 1997; Potter & Hepburn, 2005; see pg. 114 for an 

in-depth discussion), shaped these conversations as much or more than my specific group 

membership.  

While I maintain as much methodological rigour as possible (including conducting 

analysis in tandem with my supervisors), my conclusions about participants’ self-constructions 

are informed by my own experiences, self-perception, and self-narrative. I documented my 

evaluations, emotional responses, preliminary analysis, and reflections in several reflexive 

journals throughout this research process, most closely matching Cunliffe’s (2016) guidelines 

(for a sample extract, see appendix d). Through this reflective practice, I identify that my 
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experience of masculinity, moving and migration, and my mental health have most shaped my 

analytic perspective. All three of these are fundamental reasons that I understand my own self-

concept as fluid; having changed dramatically over time. The following account serves as (1) a 

summary of my specific subjective analytical inclinations and assumptions, (2) a distillation of 

relevant parts of my analytical journal, as well as (3) examples of how I may answer some of my 

own interview questions.  

First, one point of continuity in my own narrative has been my consistent position outside 

of some masculine norms; less in my own perception (I have been relatively happy with each of 

the many iterations of myself), than in the mixed reviews, corrections, and policing discourse I 

encounter from others regarding my own gender performance. These experiences initially drew 

me to study masculinity and have informed my analytic focus on the norms, the audience 

expectations, that men negotiate in their daily lives. As such, I am sensitive to participants’ 

descriptions of not meeting expectations of masculine behaviour, and their own responses to this. 

Second, through my experiences with moving between many different homes throughout my life, 

as well as moving to Ireland to pursue a doctoral degree, I have parsed my memories and self-

perceptions into separate categories. In conceptualizing my own story, I undertake a process 

more similar to sewing together a patchwork quilt, the thread being my current narrative and the 

separate cloth squares each a distinctly contextualized memory, than replaying a linear recording 

of events. As such, I am sensitive to the ways that the disjuncture (or lack thereof) in men’s 

accounts of their life stories reflects my own. Third, my mental health has fluctuated 

dramatically, and in my experience, is often bound up with my own self-perception and self-

expression. When my mental health is most at-risk, I am keenly aware of the disconnect between 

the self I am able (or motivated) to practice and the self that I wish (and at other times am able) 
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to practice. Even more, my attempts to be vulnerable about my mental health in my personal life 

inform my search in this research for more vulnerable masculine performances. These 

experiences inform my understanding of subjective liminality as self-disruption and draw my 

attention to times that participants recount (or gloss over) challenging moments, crises, or mental 

health struggles. In sum, my own self-beliefs have developed alongside (informing and informed 

by) both my examination of others’ self-narratives and my increasing engagement with 

constructivist analytical techniques.  

Analytical Strategy  

  Across this programme of research, I blended two constructivist techniques, discourse 

analysis and narrative analysis (Sparkes & Smith, 2008 for a review) to analyse men’s stories not 

just as idle speech, but as meaningful social action (Edwards & Potter, 1992; Potter & Wetherell, 

1987). Elements of both techniques, rather than each one in exclusion, were necessary to address 

both constructivist research questions as interconnected. I used narrative techniques to identify 

how participants engaged with self- and environmental change/stability in recounting their 

experiences navigating the liminal spaces of life transitions (RQ1). In doing so, I considered how 

participants’ language varied not just between, but across each interview as well (see Reissman, 

1993, for a review). In this way, I consider participants' entire interview to be a self-relevant 

story full of many smaller, sometimes concerted and sometimes dissonant, other stories 

(Tangaard, 2009; Chase, 2003; Abell et al., 2004).  

This approach most closely resembles Taylor’s narrative-discursive approach (Taylor & 

Littleton, 2006; Taylor, 2009; Taylor, 2010) designed to analyse the function of biographies and 

self-narratives. The approach I used in research programme shares two important conventions 

with narrative-discursive analysis: (1) understanding participant’s life stories as extended beyond 
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the immediate interactional context and (2) attending to the continuity and contradiction between 

participants self-constructions across the life story (Taylor & Littleton, 2006). First, in order to 

adequately contextualize participants’ intersectional position (see Wetherell, 2008) as shaping 

their lives and stories, I (1) consider participants’ self-narratives as both situated in the 

immediate context of these interviews, and repeated, in different ways, to themselves and to 

others through the constant process of performing and reflecting on the self. Second, in order to 

identify participants’ engagement with liminality in constructing shifting or stable selves across 

different contexts, I (2) consider the continuity and change between different constructions of 

participants’ selves across their biographical accounts. Together, these two conventions allow for 

an analysis of participants’ changing and stable selves to be contextualized by their constructed 

intersectional position. 

I also used discursive techniques to identify the ways that men’s narratives of change or 

stability positioned themselves as men in specific and strategic ways (RQ2). To do this, I 

followed conventions for identifying identity relevant language to link men’s descriptions of 

themselves and their environments to wider social patterns of masculinity (e.g., Edley, 2001; 

Edwards & Potter, 1992; Potter & Wetherell, 1987; Wetherell & Edley, 1999). Drawing on 

Butler’s (2010) conception of performativity, this method is designed to identify discursive 

norms as processes by which the social world is structured; processes which are not metaphysical 

realities but rather contextual demands that any person might encounter, fulfil, and reproduce. 

For example, in Chapter 3, I identify some men’s self-constructions as agentic masculinity, and 

note the lack of communal masculinity across the dataset. This is not an effort to identify 

enduring behavioural ‘traits’ for these men in order to predict other men’s behaviours. Rather, 

these labels are an effort to link men’s self-constructions, in the local context of their interviews, 
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to norms for behaviour and communication that other men in Ireland, Europe, and the West more 

generally might also encounter, fulfil, and reproduce. In this way, I aimed to identify both the 

patterns of change and stability within and between men’s stories, as well as the potential broader 

interactional and social significance of these patterns.  

Finally, in identifying men’s self-constructions across their narratives I frequently use the 

term ‘authenticity.’ Authenticity necessitates analytical specification as a term with many 

definitions and particular history of importance to people’s social identities through social 

movements, gender activism, and politics (Hagel, 2017). What I identify as authenticity is not 

participants’ literal self-descriptions (they do not describe themselves as ‘authentic’), nor their 

claims of being ‘authentically’ a specific identity: Irish, men, students, or otherwise (see Scully, 

2015). Instead, I use this as a label, for participants’ construction of contextualized authenticity 

through a Bahktinian (see Cresswell, 2011) lens. In this framework, I identify participants’ 

constructions of ‘faithfulness to [them]self,’ whether in single statements or through comparisons 

with past selves across their narratives. 

Participant Demographics 

Across all three studies, we collected participant demographics in two ways: through their 

self-selection into our demographically targeted recruitment procedures and through recording 

participants own descriptions of their background. Our intention for this inductive approach was 

to allow participants to self-define their intersectional position in the interview, whether through 

self-selection into the study, or through self-identification. At the beginning stages of the project, 

this choice aided my analytical process: I was able to consider these men’s identity categories 

beyond masculinity (such as race or nationality) in the same way as I analysed their masculinity: 

as discursive productions situated within the same immediate interactional context (Edwards & 
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Potter, 1992). However, as my strengths in applying constructivist theories developed across the 

project, I identified that a demographics sheet itself is as much an opportunity for self-

construction as an interview or any other tool for psychological assessment (Edwards & Potter, 

1992; Parker, 2002). The demographic tables below include specific demographics (the final 

column) relevant to each study’s recruitment qualifications. 

Table 1  

      

Study 1 Participant Demographics 

Participant Age Nationality 
Social 

Class 
GBTQ+ 

Ethnic 

Minority 

Student 

Population 

1 
Young 

adult 
Irish - - - Psychology 

2 
Young 

adult 
Scottish Middle - - - 

3 
Young 

adult 
Irish - - - Psychology 

4 
Young 

adult 
Scottish Working - - - 

5 
Young 

adult 
Irish - - - Psychology 

6 
Young 

adult 
Irish Middle Yes - Psychology 

7 
Young 

adult 
Irish - - - Sporting 

8 
Young 

adult 
Irish - - - Sporting 

9 
Young 

adult 
Irish - - - Sporting 
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Table 2  

      

Study 2 Participant Demographics 

Participant Age Nationality 
Social 

Class 
GBTQ+ 

Ethnic 

Minority 

 

Employme

nt Status      

1 
Young 

adult 
Irish Middle - - Employed 

2 
Young 

adult 
Irish Middle - - Employed 

3 
Young 

adult 
Irish - - - Employed 

4 
Young 

adult 
Irish Working - - Employed 

5 
Young 

adult 
Irish Middle - - Employed 

6 
Young 

adult 
American - - - 

Job 

Seeking 

7 
Young 

adult 
Irish Middle - - Employed 

8 
Young 

adult 
Irish - - - Employed 

 

Table 3  

      

Study 3 Participant Demographics 

Participant Age Nationality 
Social 

Class 
GBTQ+ 

Ethnic 

Minority 

Mature 

Student 

1 Adult Irish Working - - Yes 

2 
Young 

adult 
French Working Yes - Yes 

3 
Young 

adult 
American - - - - 

4 
Young 

adult 
Irish - Yes Yes - 

5 
Young 

adult 

Portuguese

/American 
- Yes - Yes 

6 Adult Spanish Working Yes - Yes 

7 
Young 

adult 
Irish - Yes - - 

8 Adult Hungarian - - - Yes 

9 Adult Irish - - - Yes 
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Recursive Procedures  

In designing these studies, I followed guidelines for qualitative best practice and 

employed a recursive framework to the entire process of research question generation, data 

collection, transcription, and analysis overall methodology of data collection (Chenail, 2012; 

Silverman, 2006; Rapley, 2011; Braun & Clarke, 2019). In this way, each successive stage of the 

project from initial theory and research question to the final analysis of each study was informed 

by each preceding step. To summarize this process, I conducted transcription and preliminary 

analysis in tandem with initial interviews, continuing to sample until the dataset was sufficiently 

complex for a discourse analysis (Starks & Trinidad, 2007; Nelson, 2017). Similarly, I performed 

analysis recursively, alternating between inductive coding across and between participants with 

respect to the research question, and then deductive refining of the argument based on a three-

part logic. This involved identifying (1) a clear central pattern, (2) meaningful variations within 

this pattern, and (3) material for alternative interpretations within the dataset (for a sample of in-

progress analysis, see appendix e). Following this same recursive plan, each of the following 

study’s theory, research questions, and analysis were adjusted to best ‘fit’ with and best highlight 

the empirical interview data collected.  
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Chapter 2  

Continuity in the face of change: Identifying three strategies for constructing stable 

masculinity in liminality  

Abstract  

We examined how men tell stories of masculinity, continuity, and change in stories of life 

transition. In nine in-depth semi-structured interviews with student men at an Irish 

university, participants were asked to describe their experiences moving between the 

contexts of home and university. We examined the functions of men’s stories using a 

narrative approach to discourse analysis. We identified three strategies that university men 

use to construct and position the self in a narrative of transition: continuity through stability, 

continuity through resistance, and continuity through growth. We conclude that participants 

use all three strategies to construct ‘authentic’ masculinity. Therefore, a primary discursive 

goal in these men’s talk about life transitions was to construct a stable and authentic 

masculine identity. Our findings foreground men’s use of masculinity to maintain a 

coherent identity in narratives of liminal contexts. We highlight the importance of 

examining identity performance in liminal contexts and among other more disadvantaged 

groups to analyse different self and identity construction in stories of change. Findings are 

discussed in relation to stability and continuity as important discursive accomplishment for 

masculinity and other identities in liminality.  

    

  

  

  



CHAPTER 2: CONTINUITY IN THE FACE OF CHANGE   

 

33  

  

Introduction  

Liminality is often defined as a subjective experience or state of being on the  

‘threshold’, or in transition between two different contexts, life stages, or positions (Turner, 

1969, 1987; Van Gennep et al, 1960). Liminality has been used to describe in between states 

on multiple levels, ranging from an individual’s momentary transitional experience to the 

experiences of whole societies in post-modernity (Thomassen, 2009). At any level, the 

experience of liminality is characterized by the disruption of an individual’s position, or 

sense of place, within an existing social structure; this disruption necessitates a renegotiation 

or repositioning within a newer social structure (Noble & Walker, 1997; Ybema et al., 

2011). In this way, liminality presents fundamental challenges to the creation and 

negotiation of individual and social identity. Social and individual identities can shift on an 

interactional level as people negotiate different positions for and against other people and 

places (Davies & Harre, 1990; Tajfel & Forgas, 1981). Liminality presents a rich context to 

examine individuals’ identity re/negotiation and performance in shifting and unstable social 

structures, particularly through a discursive and psychological lens. We aim to apply a 

discursive framework to the analysis of men’s identity performance in the liminal context of 

their transition into higher education.  

Much of the literature on liminal identity work is situated within organizational research 

such as human relations and management studies (e.g., Bamber et al., 2017; Daskalaki & Simosi, 

2017; Hay & Samra-Fredericks, 2016; Ibarra & Obodaru, 2016). This body of literature largely 

focuses on individuals whose career paths have been disrupted or renewed and examines their 

identity work amidst or in the aftermath of these changes. For example, Clark, Gioia, Ketchen, 

and Thomas (2010) examined identity change and renegotiation during the merger of large 
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healthcare companies. In this literature, and specifically the work of Beech (see 2011) for an 

overview), liminality is conceptualized as an inherently transitional or destabilized state that 

individuals can occupy, such as that of a temporary worker or migrant (Garsten, 1999). 

Therefore, people engage in liminal identity work by constructing or negotiating identities in 

reference to these transitional contexts (Beech, 2011).  

Recent literature on liminal identity work highlights the balance between structure and 

agency that liminal contexts demand. Individuals have to negotiate and respond to structural and 

personal in/stability that characterizes liminal contexts. Results and methodologies vary widely 

between different studies, but some common themes are apparent. Some studies show that people 

in liminality voice an intense desire for both self and structural stability and ‘fixedness’ (Hay & 

Samra-Fredericks, 2016). Others feel trapped in a transitory state by insurmountable structural 

barriers (Bamber et al., 2017). If some of these barriers can be overcome, identity work can be 

particularly creative in liminal spaces (Ibarra & Obodaru, 2016). However, much of this 

literature bypasses non-organizational social identity performance to examine gender, race, or 

class in liminality. Additionally, this literature largely conceptualizes identity and other 

experiences in liminality as internal states. We build on and expand this body of literature by 

examining masculine identity performance in conjunction with subjective constructions of 

liminal contexts within a discursive framework. Examining liminal masculinity in this way 

allows us to highlight strategies people use to construct themselves as masculine when 

confronted with the challenge of describing personal and environmental change.  

Liminal masculinity  

Masculinity is both a hierarchical structure in gender relations and the performance of  
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identity in talk and text (Butler, 2010). Connell (1995) codified masculinity as specific 

‘configuration of practice’ or ways of acting and interacting that exist within the context of 

gender relations. Masculine practices are not limited to men, nor are they universal for all men 

(Carrigan et al.,1985). Rather, gender is structured around specific normalized and privileged 

performances of hegemonic masculinities (Connell, 1987). Through a discursive lens, 

masculinity forms an important structure in which gendered hegemony is embedded and 

reproduced through interaction and language (see Edley, 2001; Wetherell & Edley, 1999). In this 

way, men may construct or engage with hegemonic masculinity even if they lack many structural 

privileges. Additionally, individual masculinity is not fixed but is actively negotiated. Individual 

men may, at different times, and even during the same conversation, engage with several 

different forms of masculinity. Hegemonic masculinities are particular discourses that men may 

use in their ongoing construction of masculinity in a given context (Berg & Longhurst, 2003; 

Wetherell & Edley, 1999). The question is not which ‘type’ of masculinity a given person has, 

but when, where, and how different forms of masculinity are constructed.  

Contemporary discursive research on masculinity is contextually sensitive and usually 

focuses on specific, local contexts (see Gorman-Murray & Hopkins, 2016 for a review). There is, 

however, a small but important body of work that examined how men negotiate their masculinity 

between contexts, such as immigrants’ and expatriates’ experiences of shifting between countries 

and cultures (e.g., Charsley & Wray, 2015; Donaldson et al., 2009). The focus of this research is 

situated constructions of masculinity in experiences of complex disadvantage and oppression as 

encountered through immigration. Immigrant men, especially when legal status is uncertain, can 

be understood as inhabiting liminal space due to their marginalized position between different 

countries and legal systems (Menjıvar, 2006). While this past research examines men’s 
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experiences in liminal positions, research that explicitly investigated men’s identity across 

changing contexts is sparse. Gallo’s (2006) study of South Asian immigrant men in Italy is one 

example of research that explicitly tied masculinity to context. Her findings showed that places 

as different as separate countries can be used as reference points in constructing masculinity. 

Gallo also situated masculinity within broad power structures of both Italian society and gender 

relations but gave less attention to identity construction throughout the liminal experience itself. 

Torres and Wicks-Asbun (2014) examined the ways immigrant students (both men and women) 

form ‘in-between’ identities that acknowledge their liminal position as immigrants between 

different contexts. This identification of ‘in between identities’ stands in contrast with most other 

liminality research, which emphasizes the individual’s search for stability. However, this 

conceptualization of a more transitional identity offers a model for how men may navigate 

liminal contexts in ways that embrace or acknowledge contextual or personal change.  

Liminal contexts provide an interesting arena to investigate masculine identity 

construction and negotiation because they are characterized by instability and change, and thus 

may challenge specific aspects of masculinity that are structured around self-stability. Many 

masculinities, especially traditional or conservative constructions, may feature characteristics of 

stability, consistency, and resistance to change. Indeed, many masculinities lay claim to power, 

control, and the construction of ‘everyman’ normality (Wetherell & Edley, 1999). All of these 

characteristics are potentially challenged by liminal contexts. For example, Sherman (2009) 

demonstrated that in periods of dramatic socioeconomic transition, men with especially 

traditional gender identities resisted both structural change and gender-role change. However, 

some other constructions of masculinity-based around transformation or growth, such as non-

heterosexual, young adult, or even some religious identities, may incorporate change. Although a 
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large body of research examined how masculinity is contextual and thus differs across contexts 

(e.g., Gorman-Murray & Hopkins, 2016), examining strategies for constructing masculinity in 

liminality has been largely overlooked.  

Research context and aims  

We seek to identify the strategies men use to construct their selves in discussions about 

their transition from hometowns and secondary school to university. We chose to examine men’s 

accounts of transitions to university for two reasons. First, university presents a complex context 

characterised by liminality. Younger students entering university are on the cusp of young 

adulthood, a stage of life often broadly described as liminal (Arnett, 2000, 2007). In addition, 

university serves, for many in the post-industrial West, as both a passage from youth to emerging 

adulthood and an opportunity for changing course in life (Masten et al., 2004).  

Second, university presents opportunities for a wide array of masculine performances and 

a complex gender hierarchy. University has been described as a highly masculine context, where 

ambitious, self-centred, and hegemonic performances are normalized (Fisher, 2007). In the U.K., 

this has provided a welcoming context for lad masculinity, a wilfully irresponsible and ironically 

chauvinistic masculinity (Benwell, 2002). Lad masculinities’ popularity, presence, and 

dominance in U.K. universities are well documented and have been challenged as normalizing 

rape and harassment (National Union of Students, 2013; Phipps, 2018). Others, however, 

describe the situation as more complicated: while universities are becoming feminized, pro-

feminist masculinity is becoming normalized, and more men engage in feminist scholarship, 

patriarchal power structures remain intact (Bleijenbergh et al., 2012; Leathwood & Read, 2009). 

University is therefore a complicated and often liminal context where there is a distinct social 
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structure that is highly likely to be different from the one that young men encounter at home and 

in their secondary schools.  

In a similar study to ours, Sharma and Guest (2013) examined university students’ 

religious identity and highlighted the ways in which student’s Christianity provided stability or 

fostered change in the liminal context of higher education. In the same way, we expected that 

men may put their masculinity to work to present themselves as stable and continuous, or as 

changing and transforming, as a way of negotiating the liminal context of university.  

In the Irish context, it is normative for most students to return to their hometowns on 

weekends to spend time with their families and friends. From a practical standpoint, both 

contexts should be easily accessible for university men, in both a historic sense (transitioning 

from secondary school to university) and an immediate sense (going back and forth between 

hometown and university).  

In sum, we examined men’s strategies for constructing the self as stable/continuous and 

changing/transformed in narratives of transition between the contexts of hometowns and 

university. We highlighted the discursive function of those strategies in positioning men as 

occupying or navigating liminal space in specific, strategic, and gendered ways.  

Method  

Participants and procedure  

Our data consist of nine semi-structured interviews with young men at a large Irish 

university, collected in two stages of recruitment. In the first stage, we sampled students in their 

first year at an Irish university. We recruited these students through both a psychology 

undergraduate participant pool, which included students taking psychology modules from any 

discipline, as well as through general emails to the student population across campus (appendix 
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a1). We aimed to sample to adequate complexity, following guidelines for both qualitative 

research more generally, and discursive research specifically. For general qualitative work, it is 

estimated that most relevant information is present in the first six interviews, especially in 

demographically homogeneous samples (Guest et al., 2006). For discursive work specifically, 

sample size is of less concern than complexity; a data set is suitable for discourse analysis when 

both a cohesive central interpretation and clear disconfirming cases can be identified and 

integrated into a nuanced argument (Nelson, 2017; Starks & Trinidad, 2007).  

However, after six interviews with this population group, we were not satisfied we had 

attained a necessarily diverse dataset in terms of masculinities represented, and reopened data 

collection. Primarily, we had identified no constructions of lad masculinities. As performances of 

lad masculinities can be strongly connected with sporting culture (Dempster, 2009), we expanded 

our recruitment to students engaged in university sporting activities under the assumption that 

they may construct more laddish masculinities. We also changed our recruitment strategy to 

purposive and word of mouth sampling, reaching out to multiple student sport clubs for any men 

interested in participating and compensating each with €10. After three subsequent interviews, 

we identified that these men constructed their identities in similar ways as men in the rest of our 

data set in relation to stability and change; lad masculinity was still largely absent from their self-

constructions. After the ninth interview, we decided that the data set was satisfactorily complex 

for our research question, and we closed data collection.  

Demographically, our participants consisted of young adult students, over the age of 18 

and in their first through third years of study. Seven participants were from Ireland and two were 

from Scotland. No participants identified as ethnic or racial minorities. One Irish student 

mentioned that his parents were from central Europe. One participant disclosed that he is gay. No 
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other participants explicitly self-categorized their sexual orientations, and the interviewer did not 

ask them to.  

Interview design  

Interviews were conducted in various locations on the university campus, including the 

qualitative laboratory, a campus cafe, and a campus sports bar. Interviews followed a semi 

structured format, in which the interviewer loosely guided participants through telling a story 

about the changes they encountered and experienced moving from hometown to university (see 

appendix b1). First, participants were asked to describe the people and places of their 

hometowns, as well as their own masculinity in secondary school and at home:  

First, could you give me some background on where you are from?  

What about the other lads [local colloquial of ‘guys’] in your secondary school, or 

your friends, what kind of guys are they?  

In comparison to them, how did you act and feel while at home and at school; 

what kind of guy were you before coming to [university]?  

Then, participants were asked about the people and places of university and their 

experience in shifting contexts:  

What has it been like for you, as the guy you’ve described, coming from the 

environment you’ve described, to university?  

Last, participants were asked what their greatest trials and triumphs have been in the 

process of coming to university.  

What are some of the biggest challenges you have encountered here at  

[university]?  
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Finally, what are some of [...] your biggest triumphs, during your first year here at 

[university]?  

Interviews were transcribed using abridged Jeffersonian notation (Jefferson & Lee, 1981; 

Poland, 2003). In the extracts, these were simplified for publication, retaining only the notation 

that is analytically relevant. 

Analytical approach  

The primary aims of our analysis were to (1) identify participants’ strategies for 

constructing a changing or continuous self across and between the two contexts of home and 

university, and (2) identify the masculinity work done through this self-construction. We used a 

narrative approach to discourse analysis to identify the ways participants used personal narratives 

to ‘perform rhetorical functions in the construction of social life’ (Abell et al., 2004;  

p. 180). First, we analysed data following the conventions of discourse analysis focused on 

constructions of social identities (e.g., Edley, 2001; Edwards & Potter, 1992; Potter & Wetherell, 

1987). We coded for masculinity performance, talk of transition, identity work along the lines of 

consistency/change, and context (home, university, other). Most of our codes overlapped in 

sections where men spoke directly about the experience of transition. As such, these sections are 

our primary unit of analysis.  

To account for participants’ experiences of transitions across multiple times and places, 

we applied some concepts from narrative analysis (see Riessman, 1993; for an overview). We 

were sensitive to the situation of these transition-focused extracts in a broader ‘self-relevant 

story’ (Chase, 2003; Tanggaard, 2009), which allowed us to identify the different strategies 

participants used to construct themselves as stable or changing at different moments in their 

narratives. As our participants were not explicitly in a liminal setting at the time of the interview, 
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and the transition into university may have been variously liminal for each of them, we 

conceptualized participants’ talk as self-construction with respect to the liminal contexts present 

in their narratives alone.  

Results  

Constructing continuous masculinity  

When asked to tell stories of changes and challenges in coming to university, men 

responded with stories of stability, and constructed continuous masculine selves across multiple 

contexts. We identified three strategies participants used to construct stable selves and negotiate 

masculinity in their descriptions of navigating life transitions. In the first strategy, continuity 

through stability, some men constructed continuous selves in the face of challenging and 

changing contexts. In the second strategy, continuity through resistance, some men constructed 

continuous selves through resistance, directly resisting the ‘present’ context in favour of a past 

one. In the third strategy, continuity through growth, men did acknowledge changes in their 

personality or presentation, but only as a means to become more ‘true’ to their constant inner 

self. Each of these strategies, especially the last one, established authenticity; that is, these men 

engaged in discursive work to show that they maintain their ‘true’ masculine self despite 

challenges and changes. As is expected in discursive analysis, we observed that some men 

shifted between these different strategies throughout their interviews. We end this section with 

cases of identity construction that men use to establish authenticity that fall outside of these three 

strategies.  

Continuity through stability  

In this strategy, participants constructed stable, continuous masculine selves in response 

to changing environments. When asked to tell stories of change, these men responded with 
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stories of identity continuity rather than transformation. They often described changes in 

surroundings in contrast to their stable selves. The following extract provides the clearest 

example of this contrast between stability and change:  

P3: Although [university] has been a really big change in a lot of ways, it hasn’t 

really registered much with me, I just go with it, jump with both feet in. [...] So 

like even if the big changes might be happening, you’re just adapting to it and 

moving on.  

In this extract, Participant 3 spoke directly about the contextual change in moving from 

his secondary school and hometown to university. However, he minimized the impact that this 

change has had on him – so little he barely noticed it. He next provided a rationale for why this 

big change did not dramatically affect him. He described a tactic of purposeful adaptation, 

meeting the challenge that change posed not by dipping his toes into the water, but by jumping 

confidently ‘with both feet in’. Participant 3’s description of his tactics for navigating change did 

work to construct that change as distinctly outside of his self: a challenge to be met in a direct 

and masculine way. In doing so, he constructs changes that may occur ‘inside’ of him as a result  

of his own competent navigation of the transition from home to university.  

While some men spoke about change more generally and contrasted changing 

environments with stable masculinities, others contrasted change in other men with their own 

more stable masculinities. For example:  

P7: So it was a small, confined area where we all had to kind of be what we were 

perceived to be, and the masculinity was even drilled into us, from being an all-

boys school. But here, they’re a lot more outgoing, like they, they have friends 

they have more people, so do I. I’ve learned, you know you think you know 
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someone for all the years you’re with them, like I even know someone from 

before secondary school, we carried over and carried through, but we now that 

we’ve come to university, I’m surprised by some of the things that they do -  

J: Right –  

P7: Some of their interests, some of their hobbies, some of their lengths to  

impress different people almost, they feel a lot more sense of, they feel distant, 

but that they have to contribute in their own way to the college, and that’s the best  

way I can describe it.  

In this extract, Participant 7 negotiated his own identity by constructing others’ selves in 

contrast to his own. His description began positively: Both he and the other boys became more 

outgoing when they left their oppressively masculine secondary school. He stuck by his friends 

as they were little, noting that they ‘carried over and carried through’. This phrase powerfully 

constructs his past friendships as a close, continuous alliance. But, when P7 and his friends came 

to university, the other boys changed and acted in unexpected ways. He even described their 

actions as inauthentic, noting that ‘some of their lengths to impress different people almost [] feel 

distant’. P7 established himself as stable, continuous, and constant in the face of contextual 

change by constructing his other friends' efforts to ‘contribute in their own way to the college’ as 

inauthentic. Through this contrast, he works to show that he has remained ‘true’ to himself, while 

others have changed to meet the demands of new surroundings.  

Continuity through resistance  

Some men constructed continuity by directly resisting or protesting their current 

surroundings, in descriptions of feeling as if they did not fit into the university context. These 

participants described how they actively pushed against change and described acquiescence as 
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begrudging adaptation. In the following extract, Participant 5 described how he quickly withdrew 

from social life at university to spend time with his non-college friends from before. For this 

extract, his name has been replaced with a pseudonym to preserve clarity.  

P5: I tried talking to people and this guy even came up to me and it was so weird 

he came up to me straightaway and he was like ‘oh hi what’s your name?’ and I 

was just like, ‘oh it’s [Alexander]’ ‘no I’m gonna call you [Lex]’ and I was like, 

‘no you’re not.’ [] they got too comfortable really instantly when you started 

talking to them  […] So (.5) my college life turned into-oh I got a girlfriend at the 

time [] My first probably, proper girlfriend you know, and ah-um, and it didn’t 

end very well. [She and her friends] seemed like they just, everything they were 

holding back just-just got poured out [] it’s a lot to take in and [it] seemed like 

they went through a lot of stuff, but (.5) so did everybody man, I just-I don’t 

know, it just drives me away.  

[…] 

It was the only comfortable [] thing I could come back to is those guys [I played 

games with] and what they were like and everything, that [] my college life just 

turned into me waking up, bus, college [] just like really quickly and then I’m 

done, hand it in, everything good, A’s B’s, whatever [] get something to eat, and 

then back in the bus, get some shopping done, back home, and then Xbox.  

In this extract, Participant 5 described a day in his ‘college life’ in which university 

featured only once, in a single word, ‘college,’ gotten through as quickly as possible. He 

constructed resistance to this university context upon a foundation of discomfort; consistently 

being ‘drive[n] away’ from others on campus, including his girlfriend. In both of these cases, this 
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participant describes how he was poorly matched to his university context by portraying others as 

‘too comfortable’ sharing their personal lives. He contrasted this soon afterwards with his own 

return to the ‘only comfortable’ context available to him: his group of non-university gaming guy 

friends. In describing these choices, P5 showed that, through his resistance to an uncomfortable 

space, he maintained a stable self by choosing spaces, ‘Xbox’, where he could perform a more 

authentic masculinity. Other participants who resisted in less clear-cut ways described a poor fit 

between who they were, or wanted to be, as men, and what the university context demanded of 

them. This can be seen in the context of changing gender relations, as in the following extract:  

P8: It was, different a lot, I moved into a house with four girls and three other 

boys. So I come from a place where we would slag each other and like kind of 

annoy each other on a daily basis. []  

J: So it’s kind of like, you’d be used to having a kind of more confrontational  

P8: Yeah yeah  

J: In a sense, sense of being friends with someone  

P8: Yeah like we used to pick up each other’s phones, update their facebook 

statuses as god knows what. If you do that to the girls they wouldn’t speak to ya 

afterwards so you have to be kinda careful with that sort of stuff and, it has caught 

me a few times but you, I’ve got used to it now at this stage, like I understand 

what the girls are like.  

This extract tells a story of uneasy adaptation, but also of subtle resistance and continuity.  

Participant 8 described being familiar with a bantering and competitive sort of friendship; he 

came ‘from a place’ where he and his friends would ‘slag’, or jokingly insult, each other ‘on a 

daily basis’. However, he describes this masculine performance as an ill fit with his new 
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collegiate context, thus framing his transition as less smooth. In this way, P8 constructed his 

transition as caught by a new gender dynamic in which he was challenged to attune his behaviour 

and actions to his female housemates’ comfort. Although he described this challenge as resolved, 

he did not describe himself as changed; instead, he referred to the distinctly separate group, ‘the 

girls’, whom he is now ‘used to’ and ‘understands’. By saying that ‘you have to be kinda careful 

with that sort of stuff’, P8 implied that he did not change, he just learned to adjust his behaviour 

around ‘the girls’. Similar to P7, P8 constructed his masculinity as stable in the context of 

changing surroundings and constructed his resistance to those changes by showing how he 

remained ‘true’ to his established way of being, despite acting differently to maintain peaceful 

relationships. He described his behaviour as adapted to this new more feminine context. By 

contrasting ‘getting used to’ his new women housemates with the comfortable and more 

masculine friendships from home, P5 constructed himself in transition as maintaining a constant 

masculine identity. This construction of resistance to change and competitive masculine 

friendships is the most that any of our participants engaged with lad masculinity in their talk of 

navigating liminal contexts.  

Continuity through growth  

The final strategy was identified in interviews with the few men who described at least 

some degree of personal change. Although they told stories of adaptation, of taking on new 

identities, or of changing their own, they portrayed these changes as a process of growing, 

becoming more authentically ‘themselves’ rather than changing to become someone different.  

This construction of growth allows men to account for changes in themselves, while maintaining 

continuity with a past self. This strategy is best illustrated in the following extract from 
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Participant 6. This man describes how he and other guys from his secondary school acted. Later 

in his story, he contrasts this with his current behaviour:  

P6: In secondary school [we] all played sport [] sure we were all drinking as well, 

we were drinking underage probably sixteen, that was a massive thing for us 

considering  

J: Because what else is there to do?  

P6: Exactly! Literally, drinking in a field was from when we were sixteen to when 

we came to college, where we could do what we wanted then. I fit in though, like 

there was never any issue with me not fitting in.  

...:  

J: But how-how else would you characterise the guy that you were at that point?  

P6: Oh far more wanting to fit into that stereotype of an Irish teenager, you know?  

As opposed to now I’ve grown into myself I know who I am, I’m comfortable 

with who I am, and just having great people around me all the time, so yeah. I was 

a different person then as opposed to where I am now, growing.  

J: How would you characterise that difference?  

P6: Just far more comfortable with myself, far more confident. Grew into myself. 

[] When I was in secondary school, I had girlfriends and stuff, came to college, 

came to-came to university, knew, knew all along that I was gay. And then came 

to university, grew into myself, and now it’s completely different.  

Participant 6 made no qualms about being a different person and even described his 

current self as ‘growing’, implying that his older self was less authentic in its distance from his 

‘true’ masculine self. Instead of continuing to talk about transformation, he told a story of 
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coming out as gay as a way to become more distinctly himself. He described the contextual 

demands to perform laddish and heterosexual masculinity, the ‘stereotype of an Irish teenager’ 

(who has many girlfriends and exhibits laddish behaviour such as underage drinking and sport 

playing), at home as demands that were incompatible with his own identity. He constructed his 

transition to university, and then coming out as gay, as a process of self-authentication. 

Importantly, he described his social surroundings at university in singularly positive terms, as 

encouraging and supporting the growth of his true’ masculinity that he is ‘growing’ into. In this 

way, he constructed his masculinity as changing in the sense of strengthening what is already 

there, but stable in this pursuit and accomplishment of an authentic masculine performance. In 

this way, he constructs a growing masculine self as a way to maintain continuity across his self-

narrative.  

Although some men described their personal changes as the taking on of new identities, 

others disidentified with their home contexts altogether. However, these men also framed this as 

a story of growth, constructing their current masculine selves as the most stable and authentic.  

For example:  

P1: It’s kinda crazy [] It’s a big change. Especially because there so many people 

my age around, there’s so many people... similar to me. Like maybe that enjoy... 

casually kicking a ball around rather than like playing another match, something 

like that. And, it’s nice to see people that kinda dress the same as me, rather than 

wearing tracks and bottoms’ [] if someone said describe yourself I wouldn’t have 

have said where I come from I would have said, I’m a college student.  

In this extract, P1 distanced himself from his hometown and the people there in it in  
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several different ways. First, he constructed the transition as a big change by starkly contrasting 

university to his hometown. Next, he quite clearly described the social context of university as 

more comfortable and a better fit for him than his hometown. Third, he directly compared the 

habits and dress of people (implicitly men) in his hometown and university. Through contrasting 

casual sports with competition and his own clothes with sportswear, he constructed the social 

sphere at home as dominated by sporting masculinity and the sphere at college as less 

homogenous. Finally, he explicitly disidentified with his hometown, identifying himself instead 

as a person of his new context: ‘a college student’. Throughout, P1 worked to establish his 

masculinity at university as authentic, whereby taking on the new identity of ‘college student’ 

was not so much about becoming something different from his previous self, but rather about 

being able to perform his ‘true’ or authentic masculinity. Similar to P6, P1 deployed a story of 

growth, coming to university allowed him to leave behind a less comfortable identity and thus 

grow into a more authentic self.  

Contrasting Cases  

Although most men established identity continuity through descriptions of themselves as 

continuous and stable while their surroundings change, some described their surroundings as 

relatively stable. In a deviant case analysis, we found that moments of talk where men describe 

home and university as hardly different posed the starkest contrasts to the self-construction 

strategies described above. As contextual differences are used as reference points in the 

construction of masculinity (Gallo, 2006), stories where there was very little change in contexts 

offered participants fewer reference points for constructing masculinity. Still, we argue that in 

these interview excerpts, participants worked to construct continuous and stable masculinities.  

This is especially evident in the following extract:  
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P6: Like I was never not accepted [at home], like you’d think they wouldn’t 

because I had a lack of interest in sport that I wouldn’t have made it so easy to 

have male friends, which it wasn’t, it was easy. ... :  

P6: I get on well with, I-I’ve very few enemies [at university]. But I get along 

well with all of the lads that I’m friends with, you know, I’m very close with 

them.  

In these two extracts, P6 constructed continuity between his masculinity at home and 

university, claiming that in both cases he fit in well with his peers. He demonstrated authenticity 

by showing that, even when his interests did not match his friends, he was able to competently 

perform the sort of masculinity demanded by the context. As these excerpts illustrate, men’s 

construction of their masculinity in life transitions can hinge on a match between their own 

desired performance and the gendered demands of their shifting contexts.  

In our most contrasting case, one man described dramatic and dynamic personal change 

attuned to shifts in contextual demands. P9 described himself as a typically quiet and reserved 

person who, whenever he enters the sports pitch, becomes different, louder, and more 

competitively masculine. To integrate these two selves, he describes himself as attuned to which 

behaviours are appropriate in different contexts.  

P9: Before I come on to a field, I am shy, [] I’d be quiet, keep to myself, 

everyone-treat everyone as fair as I can, am, I try to be as kind to people as I can.  

[] When I walk on the field then it’s completely different. I just step into kind of a 

zone. And it doesn’t mean that I shout and I roar, but I do it when I have to do it [] 

if it gets excited and I need to shout and cause drama kind of, I’ll do it. Am, but 

then once I walk off again I’m done, that’s it. I’m not the same person, I’m back  
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to my normal self.  

Participant 9 constructed his off-pitch identity as fair and calm but constructed his on-

pitch identity as much more aligned with the sort of ‘muscular’ masculinities central to Irish 

sport culture (McDevitt, 2002). While he describes his performance on the pitch as not his 

‘normal’ self; he describes being able to ‘just step into kind of a zone’ where he can ‘shout and 

cause drama’ when necessary. P9 constructed an authentic masculinity in a very different way 

from other participants; while he is ‘not the same person’ on and off pitch, he is able to move 

between these as the context demands. In this way he constructs an organic and fluid self (one of 

the most fluid identified across this whole body of work) through this description of code-

shifting (Nilep, 2006) between different masculine performances. This example of selves shifting 

across contexts illustrates how our other participants could have, but chose not to, talk about their 

masculinity as fluid, flexible, and deployed in response to changing contexts.  

Discussion  

We identified three strategies young men use to construct a masculine self against the 

backdrop of transition into university: continuity through stability, continuity through resistance, 

and continuity through growth. We showed that they work to establish their masculine self as 

stable and continuous through changing and challenging contexts.  

Common to all three self-construction strategies identified here, participants worked to 

establish authenticity and to maintain consistency with a ‘true’ self, through continuity with their 

past. Edley (2002; 2006) has described how important constructing a stable self can be for men, 

especially in Western countries where people are expected to have stable, consistent, and very 

‘real’ internal selves. In addition, our participants utilize shifting contexts in their stories as much 

as examples of self-consistency to construct authentic masculinity. In some contexts, such as 
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university for P5, or home for P1, there is no match between this ‘true’ self and the context, so 

they establish authenticity in other ways. We understand these participants’ construction of 

contextualized authenticity through a Bahktinian (see Cresswell, 2011) lens. In this way, 

authenticity is ‘faithfulness to a self that is both socially constrained and constructed, yet, due to 

the particular discourses of self in Western culture, is experienced as real and internal.’ Our 

findings align with this conception of the self, indicating that even participants’ ‘true’ or 

authentic selves are constructed in reference to contextual shifts.  

Our results outline discursive strategies that men used to situate their selves as consistent  

‘realities’ (Edley, 2006) in contrast to shifting contexts around them. They constructed any 

changes they underwent as work to accomplish this ‘true’ masculinity. In the first strategy, 

continuity through stability, participants showed that who they are remains stable in the face of 

contextual change. Through this strategy, participants construct continuity as authenticity; the 

surrounding context is not as relevant to their construction of masculinity as a stable pattern of 

behaviour in these shifting contexts. In the second strategy, continuity through resistance, 

participants draw connections back to more comfortable, pre-transition spaces and people. 

Through this strategy, to be authentic is to resist or merely comply with the norms of new 

contexts that do not welcome or allow a comfortable performance of their own masculine self. In 

the third strategy, continuity through growth, participants’ identity construction takes the form of 

stories of changing identity that serve to align masculinity and context and thereby establish 

authenticity. Although continuity is least evident in these stories of identity change, participants 

frame this change teleologically, as growing into a natural, determined, or already existing ‘true 

self’ rather than as transformation. Through this, these men were able to maintain continuity 

between past and present selves while accepting and accounting for (rather than defying or 
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resisting) contextual and self-change. Across all three patterns, participants consistent affirmation 

of a ‘true’ self, meant that while they reported growth, the fundamental identity destabilization 

and re-negotiation was almost entirely absent from their self-constructions.  

Foundational literature on masculinity has highlighted the discursive power that 

hegemonic masculinities hold in various contexts (Berg & Longhurst, 2003; Connell, 1987; 

Wetherell & Edley, 1999). As a hegemonic masculinity, lad masculinity has shaped gender 

relations and lived experiences in UK universities for at least the past 10 years (Dempster, 2009, 

2011). However, we found little overt performance of lad masculinities in our interviews, despite 

narrowing our data collection to a population (sporting men) where we assumed these 

performances would be more common. Instead, the men in our sample constructed masculinities 

based around stability, such as those in Sherman’s (2009) sample.  

We suspect that the psychological research context of the interview may constrain the 

performance of a laddish masculinity. Notably, four of our participants were recruited from a 

psychology student pool. As such, their understanding of the interview as a particularly 

psychologised context (see De Vos, 2013) may have placed even more strict discursive 

constraints on their masculine performances than the rest of our participants (two from the 

general student population and three involved specifically in sports) from other disciplines. 

Similarly, some of our participants might construct laddish masculinity in other contexts such as 

a nightclub or sports field where these performances may be encouraged, but not in a one-on-one 

interview. There is some evidence for this in Participant 9’s talk, where he describes shifting 

between more and less aggressive masculinity as the context requires it. Finally, quite possibly, 

lad masculinities may not be as encouraged in Ireland as they are in the U.K. More ethnographic 



CHAPTER 2: CONTINUITY IN THE FACE OF CHANGE   

 

55  

  

research on lad masculinity in Ireland and Irish universities could investigate the contextual 

variance of lad masculinity performances.  

From different theoretical perspectives, research on identity in liminal contexts has 

identified how people take different identity positions to create or maintain identity stability (Hay 

& Samra-Fredericks, 2016; Ibarra & Obodaru, 2016). We argue that participants’ constructions 

of continuous selves serve as responses to unstable and sometimes identity-threatening liminal 

contexts (Bamber et al., 2017). However, the contexts that we examined were those constructed 

by participants; the scene’s they set and the backdrops to their self-narratives. In this way, our 

findings confirm previous research into liminal identity work and expand our understanding of 

how liminality can play out (or in this case, may not play out) in how people make sense of 

themselves and their experiences.  

In our sample, only one participant (P1) described forming a new liminal identity (that of  

a student) as men and women immigrants did in Torres and Wicks-Asbun’s work (2014). This 

may be because participants can use different self-construction strategies to suit different 

contextual or interactional demands. For example, we asked participants to tell a story about their 

experiences coming to university, and to describe their ‘challenges with adjustment to university 

life.’ If asked directly to tell a story about how coming to university had changed them, then they 

might construct their selves as less continuous and more transformational. However, it is possible 

that they may actively resist a prompt like this, and instead reassert their claims to continuous 

and stable selves. Personal narratives are a welcoming discursive context for negotiating 

authenticity (see Abell & Stokoe, 1999). As such, we suspect that men could construct authentic 

selves through either continuous (as in this data set) or transformational stories.  
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It is likely that our findings were shaped by our relatively advantaged sample; our 

participants were white, collegiate, native-English speaking, European young men. While we 

conclude that our participants worked to establish their masculinities as authentic, there may be a 

structural component to these men’s discourses of authenticity. Recent work on men’s 

experiences of transitions between contexts shows that masculinity can be a resource for men as 

they navigate newly encountered power hierarchies (Charsley & Wray, 2015). As masculinities 

intersect with other identities that exist within a system of domination and subordination 

(Crenshaw, 1989, 1991), other intersections, such as race, class, immigrant status, or ability, may 

affect a man’s experience of fit between masculine performance and a context where this 

performance is welcome. Immigrant men, for example, may find that comfortable masculine 

performances may not match with the structural norms they encounter. As a result, constructing 

continuous or stable selves may not be an achievable discursive goal for some. In the example of 

immigrant men, forming a newer transitional identity may be a way to achieve this fit. Therefore, 

it is potentially much easier for men in our relatively advantaged sample to construct continuous 

masculine selves as authentic, as their masculine performance fits comparatively well within the 

norms of both home and university.  

Limitations and future directions  

These findings and interpretations should be considered in the light of the study 

characteristics and limitations. In our interviews, participants present retrospective accounts of 

their transition into university. These accounts by definition do not reflect participants’ ‘in vivo’ 

experiences, however liminal, that they may have experienced in these transitions. Rather, these 

narratives performed within the context of a psychological interview but practiced and reframed 

in various ways across other contexts in these men’s lives; they are examples of broader 
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interpretive repertoires that other men, when met with similar demands, may reference and 

perform (Taylor & Littleton, 2006; Broom 2021).  

Both university and young adulthood have been identified as broadly liminal spaces in 

previous research (Arnett, 2000, 2007; Masten et al., 2004); in contrast, the primary focus of our 

research was on the transition from secondary school into university. This transition was itself 

retrospectively constructed through interviews. As such, participants were not situated in the 

midst of the liminal context we focused on, and so the self-construction strategies we identified 

should not be understood as concrete cognitive strategies, nor predictable responses to liminality. 

Rather, these strategies should be regarded as discursive positions that people may use to engage 

with life changes (for this is what we asked participants to discuss), that is, tools that people may 

use to make sense of and speak about themselves and the many variously liminal experiences 

encountered across their lives.  

Our study should be understood as an in-depth, but narrow, examination of students 

attending a university in Ireland. As such, the three self-construction strategies are not 

exhaustive, and studies with different populations may yield evidence of other strategies for 

constructing the self and liminality. Because our sample was homogenously collegiate, and our 

interview schedule was only tailored to elicit talk about masculinity, we were not able to 

investigate identity strategies of young men with different identities constructed at the 

intersections such as social class, ethnicity, or ability. Further research could examine how 

people’s self-construction strategies may be variously liminal when intertwined with different 

intersectional identities.  

This research was designed to examine self-construction strategies and masculine 

positioning in narratives of transition to university. This chosen context of university and (to a 
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lesser degree) young adulthood is qualitatively different than some other previously researched 

liminal contexts, such as company mergers (Clark et al., 2010). Re-examining masculinity 

performance in these established liminal contexts may yield further insight into identity 

performance in liminality. Additionally, moving beyond company mergers and the university to 

other contexts, such as people’s transition in and out of intensive-care or assisted living, 

experiences of recently housed or recently homeless, or pilgrims’ and immigrants’ experiences 

with moving across geographies, would potentially tell us how people use self-construction 

strategies to negotiate their identities in relation to very different structural demands.  

We conclude that in the context of transition from home to university, these men worked 

to construct constant masculine selves in different ways. We highlighted three self-construction 

strategies that these men used to construct continuous and authentic masculinity across changing 

contexts. They may have used these strategies in response to our prompts to tell a self-relevant 

story or due to their privileged position as young men in academia. Taken together, their 

narratives construct the self as stable in response to unstable and changing surroundings, 

authentically growing ever closer to an ideal self in the face of liminality. As the montage of 

other people and places unfolds in the background of these men’s narratives, they work to 

construct constant, stable, and authentic masculine selves.  
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Chapter 3  

‘I’ve just gotten smarter’: Men construct accomplished, agentic, and masculine young  

adulthood through life-change narratives.  

  

Young adulthood can be a highly liminal context characterized by changes and challenges to 

identity. Masculinities, especially those based around performances of agency, may be especially 

vulnerable to instability in young adulthood. To explore men’s self-constructions of liminal 

masculinity, we conducted eight in-depth interviews where we asked men to provide accounts of 

life-transitions, specifically large changes, in young adulthood. Through a discourse analysis, we 

identified that all men told stories of success, in which they constructed themselves as growing 

consistently more agentic and masculine. A few men also told stories of victory in which they 

overcame adversity to grow more agentic and masculine. We identified that a primary goal for all 

of these men, rather than engage with liminality, was to construct their current selves as the most 

agentic, masculine, and accomplished young adults they have ever been. We discuss implications 

of these discourses with respect to shifting hegemonic ideals, men’s help-seeking, and wider 

debates about masculinity.  
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Introduction  

In the last few years, visible, public, and divisive discourse on young men’s masculinity 

played out across social media and news outlets alike. Some commentators, such as comedian 

Michael Black (2018), critiqued modern masculinity, saying it needs to be redefined to stop 

holding boys and young men to standards of rigidity and strength that are outdated and harmful 

to themselves and others. Others, such as Jordan Peterson (2018), controversially echoing the 

mythopoetic men’s movement of the 1990s, argued that masculinity has changed too much, that 

young men in particular have become too communal and emotional, and should reinvest in 

traditional standards of masculinity such as independence, discipline, and self-control. This 

ongoing public debate reflects much of the academic work on how men, especially young men, 

face a ‘masculinity crisis’ of rapid change in masculine norms (see Morgan, 2006; Clare, 2010; 

Kimmel, 2008; 20181). These authors conclude that, as boys reach adulthood, they face a slew of 

personal and developmental changes that coincides with society’s rapidly changing social norms 

around young masculinity. In this study, we interviewed young men about how they navigated 

some of these life transitions to understand how men’s stories of transition might be used to 

construct their own young adult masculinities.  

In the post-industrial West, emerging adulthood can be a liminal time, characterized by 

rites of passage, particularly personal accomplishments like graduating from university and 

gaining employment (Arnett, 2000, 2010). In liminal spaces between different environments, life 

stages, and social positions, structure and agency become tangled (Thomassen, 2009; Van 

Gennep et al., 1960; Turner, 1969). These contextual changes can disrupt one’s sense of place 

and precipitate renegotiation of self within existing or new social structures  

 
1 We cite Kimmel’s work in this manuscript as a matter of thoroughness rather than an endorsement or support of 

his record of abuse and manipulation 
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(Noble & Walker, 1997; Ybema et al., 2011). In this way, young adults initiate or experience 

structural changes that can either challenge or enhance their sense of agency. As a construct, 

agency is composed of several different self-relevant claims related to individual achievement, 

independence, and mastery; its traditional counterpart, communion, is composed of claims 

related to cooperation, belonging, and connectedness (Guisinger & Blatt, 1994; McAdams, 1993; 

McAdams, Hoffman, Day & Mansfield, 1996). While these components of agency and 

communion are positive characteristics of all people, agency is central to traditional definitions 

of both young adulthood and masculinity (Diehl, Owen & Youngblade, 2004; Eagly et al., 2000). 

Masculinities are specific ‘configurations of practice,’ or ways of acting and interacting, 

that exist within the context of hierarchical gender relations (Connell, 1995). While there is great 

diversity in masculinity based on the context in question (see Messershmidt, 2012), the most 

‘ideal,’ normative, and broadly endorsed masculinity in any given context is considered 

‘hegemonic’ (Connell & Messershmidt, 2005). From a discursive perspective, both masculinity 

and agency are socially constructed, negotiated through talk in immediate interactions; they are 

discursive resources people use to construct themselves in specific and strategic ways (See Potter 

& Wetherell 1987 for review; Wetherell & Edley, 1999). As such, agency and masculinity can be 

mutually constitutive; broadly western norms for men often involve agency, and agency is 

descriptively considered a masculine characteristic (Eagly & Steffen 1984; Eagly et al., 2000; 

Jost & Kay 2005).  

However, agency’s importance to hegemonic masculinity performance may be 

weakening as more caring and communal masculinities become normative for young adult men 

(Anderson 2010; Lomas et al., 2016; McCormack 2014; Elliott 2016). This may be especially 

true in the United Kingdom where values traditionally associated with hegemonic ‘lad’ 
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masculinity (see Benwell, 2002, 2007), especially those connected with homophobia 

(McCormack, 2012; Scoats, 2017; Blanchard et al., 2017), gendered segregation and divisions of 

labour (Roberts, 2012, 2018), may be less relevant to some young masculinities. Similarly, while 

societal analyses of Irish masculinity have highlighted the continued importance of violence to 

some masculinities (Reilley et al., 2004; Harland & McCready 2015; Garcia, 2016), young men’s 

practices are increasingly complex, diverse, and flexible (Johnston & Morrison, 2007; Nixonet 

al., 2010; Darcy 2019). To build on these assessments of the landscape of Irish masculinity, we 

aimed to investigate how young Irish men construct themselves and their masculinities in 

specific and strategic ways through stories of navigating young adulthood.  

Research Context  

Our previous work on liminality and young adulthood identified how, for some young 

men, an important discursive goal was the construction of stable and authentic masculine selves 

(Firnhaber et al., 2019). In the current study, we conducted focused, life-story interviews 

(McAdams, 2008) with young, employed, university-educated men about normative ‘rites of 

passage’ of middle-class Western young-adulthood (Arnett, 2000; 2010). To build on our past 

research, we: (1) directly asked men to provide stories of personal change across their young 

adult life and examined how they constructed masculine selves in response; (2) deliberately 

recruited participants who were relatively advantaged in terms of Irish nationality, education, and 

career stage; and (3) throughout our analysis remained sensitive to men’s discursive positioning 

in terms of social class, sexuality, and gender. Our primary research question was: How do 

young men in Ireland use narratives of young adult life changes to construct masculinity and 

self-agency, especially when prompted to describe instances of personal change?  
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Method  

Participants and procedure  

We used snowball sampling to recruit eight men younger than 30 who had recently 

finished university or another higher degree program in Ireland. As the primary researcher, I 

began by contacting my online and offline social networks (see appendix a2), asking for 

volunteers and referrals that fit the recruitment criteria. Two men from within my wider social 

circle responded directly to these prompts; both men were friends of a flatmate whom I had met 

before. These two men directly referred four further participants (two each). The final two 

participants volunteered for the study after seeing the post shared by others on social media. Our 

final number of eight participants included seven men who were Irish and one American who 

had lived in Ireland for many years. Seven men were employed, and one was actively applying to 

jobs. The first author conducted all interviews in quiet locations including cafes and private 

residences. Participants were entered into a €15 draw for participating. 

The interviews were described to participants as a discussion of young men’s life 

experiences moving from secondary school to university, and into the workforce. The semi-

structured interviews (see appendix b2) began with the interviewer asking participants to discuss 

their experiences as men with the prompt ‘With a lot of this interview, I’m interested in 

masculinity and how people choose to be and act as men.’ Then, the interviewer asked 

participants to describe their experiences throughout life transitions: from secondary school, to 

further education, and then into the workforce. Next, the interviewer employed explicit prompts 

to encourage participants to identify and describe times of dramatic personal change. While the 

beginning of these prompts varied in tone from more conversational (e.g., ‘So [] you’ve 

described yourself pretty similarly in a lot of these different changes) to more direct (e.g., ‘I’m 
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going to challenge you,’), all ended similarly with a request to provide stories of change (e.g., 

‘Are there times that you’ve noticed that you’ve changed a lot?’).  

Analytical procedure and framework  

Following Silverman’s (2006) guidelines for qualitative work, our goal was not to 

comprehensively outline all possible ways that men could describe changes or challenges, but 

rather to identify specific strategies they used to discursively position themselves within the 

immediate interaction. We conducted our initial analysis in tandem with data collection and 

transcription to determine when we had reached a sufficiently complex dataset. For general 

qualitative work, most relevant information is often present in the first six interviews, especially 

in demographically homogeneous samples (Guest, Bunce, and Johnson, 2006). In this relatively 

homogenous sample, we determined that our data set was sufficient to answer our research 

question after eight interviews, when both a cohesive central interpretation and clear contrasting 

cases were identified and integrated into a single paradigm (Starks & Trinidad, 2007; Nelson, 

2017). We began formal analysis with a deductive coding process to identify sections where 

participants told narratives of change or stability. We identified only two narratives, one from 

Participant 4 and one from Participant 7, where these men described stories of change 

unprompted. All other change narratives were provided in response to our prompts to do so. 

Finally, though all participants were incorporated into the analysis, we identified extracts 

(presented below) that were the most suitable for in-depth analysis.  

Our analytical goal was to identify participants’ discursive uses of young adult life-

changes to construct masculinity and agentic selfhood. We blended narrative (see Reissman,  

1993, for a review) and discursive approaches (Edwards & Potter, 1992; Potter & Wetherell, 

1987) to examine the discursive and rhetorical work participants accomplished through their 
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deployment of narratives (Abell et al., 2004, p. 180). Following Edley’s work on constructions of 

masculinity (Wetherell & Edley, 1999; Edley, 2017), we focused on how participants positioned 

themselves as men in specific and meaningful ways in response to our explicit requests to do so. 

Finally, we drew from intersectionality theory to understand men’s talk as situated in a complex 

web of social identities and systems of privilege (Lazar, 2007; Crenshaw, 1994). In this way, we 

analysed our participants’ stories as both 1) the production of the self in immediate interaction, 

and 2) constructed in reference to wider social constructs of identity, ideology, privilege, and 

disadvantage.  

Results  

In response to our prompts to describe personal change, all participants told stories full of 

accomplishment to describe themselves as agentic and masculine young adults. We identified 

two narratives that participants used to do this: Stories of Success and Stories of Victory. 

Through Stories of Success, all men (Participants 1-8) used masculine discourses of hard-work, 

downward comparisons, and independence to describe themselves as consistently and agentically 

achieving young-adult success. A few men (Participants 3, 4, 5, and 7) also provided isolated 

Stories of Victory, where they described overcoming challenges to become more masculine.  

Through all participants’ narratives, each constructed his current self as the most agentically 

masculine and the most accomplished at young adulthood that he had ever been. To present 

participants’ narratives clearly, the interviewer's minimal interjections (such as ‘mmhmm’ and  

‘yeah’) are edited out of participants’ responses below.  

Stories of Success  

Initially, most men struggled to produce any examples of personal change. Instead, they 

provided stories of accomplishments related to masculinity and young adulthood. This pattern is 
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most clearly illustrated in the following extract from Participant 8. In response to our prompt to 

elicit examples of personal or contextual change, this man challenged the implication that he had 

changed internally at all, and instead framed his examples of contextual change as personal and 

professional success.  

P8 - I would feel as a person, I am very much the same person I’ve always been [] 

Like since I was ten I’ve been this person inside me right now. [] But my behavior 

would change drastically, am, based on my surroundings. Like in, [the office], I’m 

presented in like, [] a suit that’s been like brought to the dry cleaners, like it looks 

sharp it has the crease lines. [] Like I work hard, I work as diligently as I can, I 

focus as much as I can, as is humanly possible.  

Participant 8 began his response by directly refuting that he has changed ‘as a person.’ 

Instead, he offered evidence that he has been the same since he was a child; he directly 

constructed a stable self. He then offered examples of contextual code switching in which he 

altered his behaviour or talk based on the company or cultural context (Nilep, 2006). First, he 

described his successful presentation of masculine professionalism by saying he wears a suit to 

his workplace that is so ‘sharp it has the crease lines.’ Second, he constructed himself as the 

epitome of a successful worker by powerfully claiming that he works as ‘diligently [and with as 

much focus] as is humanly possible.’ In this way, these examples of code-switching function not 

as admissions of change but as examples of exceptional accomplishment of young adulthood  

itself.  

When men did describe change in themselves, they did so almost exclusively in 

narratives of increasing individual accomplishment and stability. This pattern featured in all 

participants’ talk, but was especially clear in the following extract, in which Participant 2 
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described how he had changed for the better as a result of working with people less motivated 

than himself.  

P2 - Am, in terms of how I’ve changed, I’ve just gotten smarter [...] Someday 

down the line if I do decide to open my business which would be a kind of aim of 

mine [...] I definitely know what I am and amn’t looking for in staff. [...] And I’ve 

always [] kinda given it everything myself, but towards the end I’ve very much 

felt like I’m running out of steam here. [...] And [...] even my laziest on any given 

day was still, s(h)ometimes ten times better’n-huh!  

Both- [laughing]   

P2 - My “lazy” was still, still probably working quite hard compared to others and  

th(h)at said it all for me.  

First, Participant 2 answered our prompt by describing how he has ‘just gotten smarter.’ 

His use of ‘just,’ functioned similarly to ‘only’ to emphasize that through his changes he has only 

grown more capable. Participant 2 provided evidence and justification for his accomplishments 

and goals through downward social comparison with his former co-workers. Though he hedged 

his potentially problematic admonishments with laughter, he constructed himself as being far 

more capable and hard-working than his co-workers even on his ‘laziest’ days. Like Participant 

8, P2 also provided particularly agentic and masculine examples of young adult success, again 

deploying hard work and a career-orientation. Even more, P2’s downward comparison 

functioned as a subtle embrace of meritocracy: he has grown more capable as a result of his own 

inordinate individual effort. Through this story of personal growth, P2 showed how he is 

becoming an agentic young adult and a successful career-driven man. This framing of personal 

change as agentic individual accomplishment is typical of all participants’ responses.  
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Participants described personal changes in self-determined, authoritative terms, in which 

all personal change was firmly under their control. This was most evident in the following 

extract, in which Participant 1 described his move to study abroad, as both a radical contextual 

shift and an important opportunity to deliberately reinvent himself as a highly capable person.  

P1 - What happened was, I went off to [a foreign country] as, as part of my degree 

[] it teaches you like, very, quickly how to get by [...] I kinda gained me that, em, 

opportunity to play with people’s perceptions of who you are [...] Like, you can 

completely reinvent yourself going over there. […] When I think of it it’s like, 

relax into a confidence [] whatever’s going on around me I could just be quite 

happy and confident doing my own thing [...] And I found because I knew that  

[...] I had so much more control [].  

Participant 1 described his move abroad as an ‘opportunity to play with people’s 

perceptions of who you are.’ He framed his move in agentic and authoritative terms, in which his 

personal change was at least limited to his public image, and at most worked instrumentally upon 

other people to change their perceptions of him. He described this process, which gave him a 

sense of ‘control and [] confidence’ as increasing his self-determination. Through each of these 

maneuvers, P1 positioned himself as the most powerful person in his story; he was in control of 

his own change, characteristics, image, and even others’ perceptions of him. This example 

typifies how these participants laid claim to authority over their personal experience and 

constructed themselves as growing into self-determined and independent men. They also situated 

themselves as the powerful and successful protagonists of their own stories, in which they 

described their experiences through agentic and masculine elements of young adulthood, even 

when they did not directly engage with masculinity.  



Running Head: CHAPTER 3: I’VE JUST GOTTEN SMARTER  

69 
 

Finally, some men responded to our prompts with stories of how they operated on their 

environments to create change. In these narratives, they accounted for large improvements or 

accomplishments in their university, peer, personal, home, or work lives. For example, in the 

following extract, Participant 8 described how he took over the financing and running of a 

university event to great success:  

P8 - Like I was treasurer of [an athletic club] [] So I was involved with lots of 

finances of that, like we went to Boston. I would have trained people, like would 

have for the events that involved socializing. Like I was the [business school] 

faculty rep.  

In this extract, Participant 8 described several accomplishments. He both claimed 

responsibility for the club’s finances and offered ‘we went to Boston,’ as evidence of the positive 

change that he specifically created. Personal change featured only in his descriptions of other 

people’s changes in response to his actions. In this way, he definitively located change outside 

himself, and in the lives of people he trained: he himself had not changed, but through his 

actions, he changed others.  

Participant 8 immediately followed his account of creating positive change with a more 

competitive story about taking over the organization of a student ball from an “inefficient”  

Students’ Union in his work as the Business School’s Faculty Representative:  

P8 - In fourth year, and we took the [class] Ball off of the students’ union. []  

Basically because they were in my opinion running it quite, em, inefficiently. [...]  

Em I also had an issue [1] with the Students’ Union, and I know the Students’ 

Union is there for the students, but I wanted the money raised by the business 
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students to go to charity. And we disagreed and I did it myself, I raised 3000 euro 

for [charity].  

In this extract, Participant 8 took the moral high ground by describing his desire for the 

money to go to charity, positioning himself as not just the authority on his own actions (as  

Participant 1 did) but on others’ actions, and as the moral authority as well. Similar to Participant 

2, P8 used downward social comparison to construct himself as the most capable person in his 

story. Even more, P8 also framed his charity work in competitive and individualistic terms: ‘I did 

it myself, I raised 3000 euro for [charity].’ With this claim of raising 3000 euro “[him]self”, P8 

constructed himself as not just an effective and moral leader, but more competent as an 

individual businessman than the entire students’ union. This is the most powerful claim to 

success, individualism, and agency in the whole dataset.  

When directly prompted to provide stories of change, these men instead provided stories 

of success and agency. Through their narratives, they illustrated their personal competences 

through discourses of individualism and hard work. Whether men avoided mentioning personal 

change or framed changes as personal achievements, through their stories they positioned 

themselves as accomplishing agentic (rather than communal) success in traditionally masculine 

domains of young adulthood.  

Stories of Victory  

All participants told stories of success, but in four instances (Participants 3, 4, 5, and 7), 

they also described how they overcame personal challenges arising from the economy, 

relationship struggles, and mental health. These men specifically engaged in masculinity work to 

describe how they changed in response to, and eventually overcame, these adversities. However, 

as in the rest of the dataset, they positioned themselves as both accomplished and agentic young 
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adults. While Participants 3, 4, and 7 each described how they navigated contexts dominated by 

other powerfully normative masculinities, Participant 7 described his experience most 

evocatively in the following extract, where he described how he changed the way he responds to 

other young men ‘slagging’ (engaging in accusatory banter) his masculinity to illustrate personal 

change and growth.  

P7 - Me compared to first- and second-year college, quite different. Compared to 

final year college, not different at all.  

R1 - Okay, alright so what’s the difference between those two?  

P7 - Um… phhhhw… I’m definitely more confident in myself [] I suppose in who 

I am. Like, yeah, am, th-th-th stereotypical slag [i.e. insult] in Ireland is ‘oh, yer 

fair gay’- And, I suppose, due to like, I suppose I, I never put up a front [] in 

secondary school or, I don't think I do now, I naturally kind of got turned into a 

more masculine thi[h]ng that people, that Irish lads would kind of warm to, but [] 

I never made an effort to try and do that.  

In this extract, Participant 7 immediately took ownership of his growth and change by 

saying he has grown more confident in himself. Then, he explained how in secondary school, he 

‘got turned into’ (not turned others into, or turned himself into, as in the pattern of men’s talk in 

the first group) a more masculine man, which he described as a change he made with reluctance, 

and which he offered as a defence for his actions, saying that he ‘never made an effort to do 

that.’ In this way, P7 framed acting masculine, at least in a way that ‘Irish lads would warm to,’ 

as both inauthentic and compliant.  

Participant 7’s narrative provided a counterpoint to men’s talk in the first pattern and 

shows how the other men could have, but did not, describe compliant or contextually-responsive 
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personal changes. In the following extract, P7 described his response to an ecological challenge, 

a privileged discourse of homophobia, encapsulated in the colloquial phrase ‘oh, yer fair gay,’ 

and used it as a way to talk about personal change, reclamation of agency, and increasing 

authenticity in his performance of masculinity.  

P7 - In first and second year college, this -- I suppose I was a little bit more camp  

-- it was because I was younger and more lively, am, and I know that if lads  

[were] like ‘yer fair gay’ it would definitely sting [...] And I’d go ‘tch stop, 

whatever, whatever’[...] And a huge difference is, by the time I got to my post 

grad, someone'd go ‘oh fair gay,’ I’d be like ‘yeah fuckin love dick, man’  

R1 - Hah, right, right  

P7 - ‘L[h]ove it!’ and tha-a, I, it doesn’t bother me [] I’m very comfortable with 

who I am, at this stage, not confused in any way [...]  

This participant described the ‘huge difference’ between his undergraduate and 

postgraduate selves as one of self-confidence in his ‘camp’ non-normativity, encapsulated in his 

statement that he is ‘very comfortable’ and ‘not confused at all,’ in contrast with descriptions of 

his earlier selves. This contrast is most evident in his responses to this discourse of homophobia, 

going from feeling its ‘sting’ to ironically embracing the jeer. It is important to note that the  

‘type’ of masculinity P7 constructed through saying ‘yeah fuckin love dick, man’ is ambiguous; 

he could be constructing a powerfully queer masculinity, or throwing back the same homophobic 

banter he has faced in the past, or both. In either case, P7 told a story of growing confidence in 

publicly embracing less-normative masculinity in response to hegemonic homophobia.  

Together, these two extracts formed a story of growing strength of character and self-

determination in response to hegemonic masculinity. By the time Participant 7 got to graduate 
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school, he performed masculinity in a more dramatic (if less normative) way than the dominant 

discourse of homophobia he had negotiated. Indeed, his statement ‘yeah fuckin love dick, man,’ 

is a very masculine and powerful statement using profanity, colloquial language, and ending with 

a typical masculine address. This retort both (1) matches and subverts hegemonic masculinity, 

but at the cost of (2) engaging in and re-imposing homophobic discourse, providing an 

accomplished and provocative end to his narrative; his masculinity is reclaimed, as is his 

authority over his own personal change.  

Only one man, Participant 5, directly answered our prompt to describe a story of change 

with a clear acknowledgement of personal change. In addition, Participant 5 described recent 

struggles with mental health, a topic that did not appear elsewhere in any of the interviews.  

R1 - So I’m going to challenge you, is there a time [..] where you felt that you had 

to very much change because you had to encounter very new contexts, very new 

situations, like something forced you to almost become a different person?  

P5 - Yeah yeah, there would have been. Around the time I was doing my masters, 

I [2] came to the end of a long-term relationship [] And all of a sudden I was 

thrown into a situation where I was newly single. [] Now obviously there’s a 

double-sided coin, you know, there was, I was, you know, very down for a while, 

you know.  

Participant 5 ended his description of his relationship’s demise by adding, ‘you know, 

there was, I was, you know, very down for a while, you know’, in which he employed deflecting 

language, including three warrants of ‘you know,’ to stand in for further details (See Toulman, 

1958; Edwards & Potter, 1992). This roundabout description allowed him to divulge his 

experience of feeling ‘down’ while remaining stoic and invulnerable (see Schwab, Addis, 
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Reigluth & Berger, 2016). Even more, he followed this disclosure with a redemptive, masculine 

story of agency and freedom:   

P5 - Ah... didn’t think I’d ever get over this girl. [] But also then I became single 

and I had to get out and I had to socialize more than I had done before. I suppose 

it was a dramatic change in the way I interacted with people -- I got out there, [] 

and it was definitely a change for the better. Now I made the change in my 

personality a little bit too, because I had become, just out of habit but I suppose I 

had become a bit dependent, having been with this girl for such a long time, you 

know? [] I was shackled but I was also getting kind of Stockholm syndrome, you 

know what I mean? [] I was I was starting to ah, [] kind of depend on this person. 

[...] And then becoming newly single I had to change and I had to do things more 

for myself, I had -- but the positives again much outweigh the negatives. [] I had 

that freedom, I could kind of do what I want, go where I want [] When I wanted, 

that kind of thing.  

Like other men, Participant 5 described how, by overcoming challenges, he became more 

agentic and masculine: he freed himself from a prison-like relationship that damaged his mental 

health. He deployed traditional ‘lad’ masculinity to describe himself as a young man untethered, 

or un-’shackled’ from women, and free to go and do as he pleased, in contrast to the captive with 

‘Stockholm Syndrome’ he was in his relationship. He also described his change as self-

determined in similar ways to other men, including Participant 1, by saying that he ‘made the 

change in [his] personality.’ Even more, he immediately justified that he ‘had to change’ by 

reframing it as reclaiming his own agency. It is worth noting that P5 may indeed have 
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experienced a toxic and controlling relationship but chose to frame this experience in terms of 

growth, recovery, and masculine self-reclamation.   

While all men told uncomplicated stories of success, some also constructed strong and 

agentic masculinity in the ways they overcame adversity. In Participant 7’s narrative, he 

described himself being positioned as gay in a culture of homophobic masculinity, to which he 

responded with powerful and confident masculinity. Participant 5 made the only reference 

(though veiled) to mental health problems, which he followed with an explicit reclamation of 

traditional young adult masculinity. All men used stories of success and victory to construct 

themselves as agentic men and successful young adults.  

Discussion  

We asked men to tell stories of transition from secondary school to university, and from 

university to their career and beyond. We identified two patterns in their stories. In the first 

narrative, men told Stories of Success describing accomplished, agentic, and traditionally 

masculine young adulthood. In the second narrative, evident in four transcripts, men told Stories 

of Victory, how they conquered personal challenges. In both patterns, all participants constructed 

their current selves as the most masculine and successful they have ever been.  

Though we identified young adulthood as a liminal context that necessitates social and 

personal renegotiation (Arnett, 2000, 2007; Noble & Walker, 1997; Ybema et al., 2011), these 

young men related few, if any, liminal experiences. Rather, our participants provided accounts of 

constancy and achievement, in which their successes in young adulthood and masculinity were 

inseparable. In this way, these men used examples of successfully navigating important 

milestones in young adulthood, such as negotiating careers, university, and relationships, to 

demonstrate how they became the most masculine and agentic that they had ever been. 
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Therefore, in these men’s stories, young adulthood is better understood as a discursive resource 

used to make sense of and communicate their experiences as men (as Hostein and Gubrium’s 

2007 work shows) rather than a liminal context that might by definition require identity re-

negotiation. 

As such, these men’s constructions of young adulthood align with many traditionally 

Eriksonian conceptions of life stages (Erikson & Erikson, 1998), as well as Arnett’s 

conceptualizations of emerging adulthood (2000; 2007): accumulating skills, establishing 

livelihoods, and negotiating independent identities. We therefore understand these results as 

potential evidence of the psychologization of developmental stages in which the psychological 

definitions of young/emerging adulthood have become widespread norms. Indeed, the colloquial 

term for accomplishing the tasks an adult is expected to do, ‘adulting’ (Adulting; Oxford English 

Dictionary) is itself a reference to normative behaviour in adulthood. Therefore, though young 

adulthood may have indeed been liminal for these men in other ways, they deployed it as an 

interpretive repertoire (see Wetherell & Potter, 1988; Potter, 2013) to relate their experience and 

strategically position themselves as successful young men. However, our interview was not 

tailored to specifically identify lay constructions of young adulthood, so our findings in relation 

to this are prospective. Future studies using discursive psychological methods could more closely 

explore this question of young adults’ psychologization of developmental stages. 

Additionally, our sample of relatively privileged men mostly avoided explicit talk about 

change at all, whether personal or socio-cultural, and described very few personally or socially 

disruptive challenges. These men’s strategic construction of unproblematic success in young 

adulthood provides a counterweight to the consistent assertion that current masculinity is in 

‘crisis’ (Morgan, 2006; Clare, 2010; Kimmel, 2008, 2018; Peterson, 2018). In these men’s 
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stories, there is no crisis, at least none that can’t be managed successfully. On one hand, this 

shows how adaptable and contextual masculinity can be; a tool that these men can use to describe 

their successes and solidify their self-concept. On the other hand, given that masculinity is 

constructed in interactions, these findings may hint at a deeper ‘crisis;’ the tenacity of norms for 

men to be invulnerable even in light of social progress (see Lorber & Garcia, 2010; Schlichthorst 

et al., 2018). Indeed, even when men did describe experiences of adversity, their stories followed 

an important convention in which they always grew through adversity and became more agentic.  

We see these men’s descriptions of overcoming adversity as both potentially beneficial 

and harmful. Making sense of negative experiences through benefit-finding is associated with 

well-being in adults; these growth narratives feature ‘redemptive’ aspects where the ‘disruptive’ 

experiences are reckoned with and ultimately serve as a resource for constructing a meaningful 

life story (see Bury, 1982; McAdams, 1996; Baur & Park 2010). The only noteworthy mention of 

change having negative consequences was offered by Participant 4 and was couched in evasive 

language that was immediately followed with a story of masculine reclamation. This way of (not) 

discussing a negative life-event matches other men’s use of ‘cloudy’ language to remain stoic 

and emotionally invulnerable (Schwab et al., 2016). These men’s persistent claims to stability 

and lack of engagement with change or disruptive challenge speaks directly to more traditional 

hegemonic constructions of masculine invulnerability connected with a lack of help-seeking 

behaviours and harmful attitudes towards coping and gender relations (Schrock & Padavic, 2007; 

Sloan et al., 2008). To map out potentially more egalitarian ways for young adult men to make 

sense of their own liminal experiences, future work could identify instances where young men do 

tell stories of vulnerability or ‘redemptive’ transformational change.  
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Altogether, our findings indicate the historical connections of ideal, young masculinities 

with agency and success (Connell, 1987; Eagly et al., 2000) can be tenacious and play out in 

men’s discursive constructions of self-stability (Edley, 2006; Sherman, 2009; Firnhaber et al., 

2019). As Gramsci (1971) originally postulated, hegemony is not a product of a specific class of 

people or even a specific ideology, but rather a process by which norms and power relationships 

are maintained across society. In this way, hegemony is maintained even as social values that 

make up hegemonic positions shift. For example, while more inclusive and caring masculinities 

may be increasingly normative for some young adult men (Anderson 2010; McCormack 2014; 

Elliott 2016), and minority men (Roberts 2018; Baines et al., 2015), these caring masculinities 

may also become increasingly socially advantageous. In this way, young men who perform them 

are the most likely to benefit from the ‘patriarchal dividend’ of income, status, and voice in the 

post-industrial West (Connell, 2016; Messerschmidt & Messner, 2018). As such, we suspect that 

agentic practices (especially independence and individual achievement) may have great utility 

and increasing normativity for young men in Ireland’s rapidly shifting and increasingly secular, 

neoliberal society (see Szakolczai, 2014; Negra & McIntyre, 2020). 

Our findings should be interpreted with respect to some contextualization. First, we 

remained sensitive to meaningful differences in participants’ self-constructions throughout the 

analytical process depending upon their closeness to the primary researcher. However, we didn’t 

identify that these men, specifically the two original volunteers for the study, tried to prove their 

success at young adulthood any more dramatically or differently than other men in the dataset. 

Instead, the only relevant difference we identified in these men’s interviews was a more 

conversational tone (e.g. greater use of colloquial speech). The overall similarity of men’s 

interviews, regardless of their connections with the interviewer, is not surprising as homosocial 
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relationships (such as friendships, co-workers, and teammates) between men can be both a site of 

hegemonic masculinity and competition, as well as fostering men’s emotional intimacy and 

vulnerability (Hamaren & Johannsen, 2014).  

Second, though outside of our constructivist framework, it is possible that by another 

metric these men’s lives were reasonably untouched by disruptions characteristic of liminality. In 

the same way that the lives of some people, such as refuges (O’Reilly, 2018), can be 

fundamentally characterised by liminality, these men’s may be characterised by stability and 

security. For example, our interviews focused on explicitly normative life changes rather than 

specifically disruptive changes like injury and illness. As such, this may have meant that their 

stories of masculine success and self-stability were more accessible and practiced than stories of 

personal transformation. Future work could sample men who experienced more disruptive life 

transitions to explicitly investigate the relationship between constructions of self-stability and 

intersectional advantage/disadvantage that our research hints at.  

We conclude that, when telling stories of changes throughout young adulthood, these 

relatively privileged men constructed themselves as successful through stories of small personal 

changes and accomplishments to position themselves as masculine and agentic young adults. A 

few men also described experiences of social or structural challenges; these men used examples 

of adversity to tell stories of growing into more agentic and self-determined men. We identified a 

primary goal in these men’s narratives was to situate their current selves as more accomplished, 

agentic, and masculine than ever before. Far from telling stories of encountering crises, these 

men used examples of personal changes and challenges to illustrate their successful completion 

of ‘rites of passage’ of young adulthood. Whether through consistent success or reclaimed 
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agency, in their stories at least, these men are authors of their own successful accomplishment of 

masculine young adulthood. 
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Chapter 4 

“I’ve emancipated myself” Men frame their turning points as opportunities for authentic  

growth.  

  

Navigating life transitions may be especially challenging for men who belong to one or more 

disadvantaged groups and regularly contend with adversity. We believe that describing adversity 

may necessitate that these men reckon with personal change and construct liminal masculinity. 

To understand how men with contextually non-normative identities negotiate masculinity, we 

conducted nine interviews with men in university about their experiences with life transitions. 

These men identified as one more of the following categories: international/non-Irish, GBTQ+, 

and mature student. Through constructivist narrative analysis we identified that, unlike previous 

work on liminal masculinity, all but one of these men freely and enthusiastically shared stories of 

adversity and personal change. However, men’s stories followed a similar pattern where they 

framed their turning points (no matter how intersectional, challenging, or transformational) as 

opportunities for self-directed personal growth. In a deviant case, a single man described no 

dramatic adversity or personal changes. We conclude that these men constructed agentic and 

authentic masculinity through their stories of self-determined growth. While these men 

exemplify positive ways of reckoning with personal change, their stories potentially link in with 

more traditional masculine norms around stoicism and invulnerability. Findings are discussed in 

relation to theories on intersectionality and men’s coping with liminal contexts.  

    

  

  



CHAPTER 4: I’VE EMANCIPATED MYSELF 

  

82  

  

Introduction  

In 2019, the American Psychological Association issued their first ever guidelines for 

best practice with Men and Boys (Pappas, 2019). These guidelines state that, while patriarchy 

and gender inequality confer privilege and social advantage to many men, they also set harmful 

norms for men’s behaviour, including stoicism, independence, violence, and strength (See also 

Connel, 1995; Jansz 2000; Connell & Messershmidt, 2005; Coles, 2009; Connel, 2016, 

Messerschmidt & Messner, 2018). These norms together inform men’s practices of hegemonic 

masculinity, the most contextually normative, powerful, and socially influential way to be a man 

in a given context (Connel 1987, 1992; Messershmidt, 2012).  

In cases where men practice hegemonic norms of stoicism, men can be discouraged from 

seeking help for mental and physical health issues and encourage men to resist personal change 

(See Addis & Mahalik, 2003, and O’Brien et al., 2005 for review). When men violate these 

norms of stoicism and inflexibility, their claim to masculinity and the everyday privileges 

associated with being a man can be jeopardized; this is even more so for men who belong to less 

privileged groups such as older, lower-class, non-white, or non-straight men (Coston & Kimmel, 

2012; Griffith, 2012). Some men with less privileged identities also challenge these hegemonic 

norms by embracing collective, egalitarian gender performances (Baines et al., 2015; Roberts 

2018). In this study, we examined how men who identify as members of one or more 

disadvantaged groups account for masculinity and personal change across their life narratives.  

Men naturally encounter many life transitions over time. Subjective experiences of being 

on the ‘threshold,’ or in transition between two different contexts, life stages, or social positions 

are often described as “liminal’ states or spaces (Van Gennep et al., 1960; Turner, 1969; 1987). 

Life transitions, such as moving countries, starting a new occupation, or becoming a parent, can 
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be liminal experiences: characterized by the disruption of an individual's position, or sense of 

place, within an existing social structure and necessitating a renegotiation or repositioning within 

the newer social structure (Noble & Walker, 1997; Ybema et al., 2011, Ibarra, 2005). For men 

specifically, relying on norms of stoicism and resistance to change may be particularly 

disadvantageous to navigating the changes and challenges that liminality imposes to identity 

(Blows et al., 2012).  

Men encounter specific identity challenges due to their membership in multiple 

overlapping social groups, their intersectional position (See Collins & Bilge, 2020), when 

navigating life transitions. For example, fundamentally liminal experiences with immigration can 

threaten men’s masculinity (e.g., Gallo 2006; Charsley & Wray, 2015); especially young men 

who organize their masculinities around practices of agency and strength (Holland et al., 1998; 

Andersson, 2008). However, immigrant men can also frame these experiences of navigating a 

liminal space in an intersectionally disadvantaged position in positive and ‘redemptive’ (see 

McAdams, 2006) ways. For example, Monsutti (2007) described how young Hazra men from 

Afghanistan encounter numerous hardships including poor housing and working conditions, as 

well as separation from their families in coming to Iran to work. Monsutti argued that for these 

men, immigration hardships formed a rite of passage, a process that shaped them into men 

through its adversity. Similarly, Indian men working in the Netherlands constructed their 

challenging experiences of being caught between both Indian and Dutch culture as a coming-of-

age ritual that they must pass through to reach a sense of stability (Kirk et al., 2017).  

Similarly, some people with masculine LGBTQ+ identities also tell similar stories; 

framing challenging and identity-relevant liminal experiences as a necessary process which must 

be completed to reach stability. For example, after coming out, gay men often encounter a 
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liminal space characterised by instability and personal reinvention (Ridge et al., 2006). While 

they describe these periods as marked by dramatic and rapid change, they also describe reaching 

a point of stability. Women and trans-masculine people also commonly experience liminality in 

both coming out and performing marginalized queer masculinities (Halberstam, 2005; 2019). In 

spite of this, some transgender individuals also used stability as a way to illustrate successfully 

navigating a liminal context; transgender people reported seeking or affirming their true (and 

therefore stable) identity through gender transition (Dentice & Dietert, 2015).  

In these examples, both immigrant men and masculine LGBTQ+ people, tell stories that 

incorporate their challenging liminal experiences into both their masculinity and self-identity in 

ways that frame liminality as a necessary part of their experience. These stories stand in sharp 

contrast to our past research on how young men account for personal change in coming to 

university. We identified that young men tell stories of self-consistency and stability, even when 

asked to talk about changes and challenges in their life (Firnhaber, et al., 2019), and when asked 

directly to tell stories of personal change (Chapter 3). In other words, though we asked men to 

talk about liminal times of their life, their self-stories were rarely liminal.  

We identified that men in both of these samples were relatively privileged and that this 

could play a part in their stories of stability either because (a) men had not experienced 

transformational change or, more likely, (b) men hewed close to norms of masculine self-

presentation in accounting for change. As such, men who belong to minority groups and men 

with experiences of intersectional adversity may lead more ontologically liminal lives (see 

O’Reilly, 2018) and therefore may need to reckon with personal change and adversity when 

describing their life transitions. Therefore, the aim of the current study was to intentionally 

sample discourses of liminality (changes and challenges to identity) from men who identified as 
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one or more minority groups in the context of Irish universities. To do this, we examined how 

these men (1) described their experiences with environmental adversity (if at all), and (2) 

constructed their masculine selves as changing or stable in various ways, masculine or otherwise.  

Method  

Participants and procedure  

Using purposive sampling, we recruited nine men who identified as one or more of three 

groups non-normative in an Irish university context: sexual minorities, mature students (began an 

undergraduate or similar degree above the age of 25), and international/non-Irish. To recruit 

participants, we sent an email to the campus community to invite men who identified as one or 

more of the above groups to share their experiences of coming to university (see appendix a3). In 

order to recruit members of these targeted groups, we also worked with gatekeepers (the 

leadership of the university’s LGBTQ+ society and the Mature Students’ Union) who distributed 

the same emails to their members. Of the nine men who participated, five identified with a sexual 

minority, five were non-Irish, and six were mature students. Their ages ranged from young adults 

to middle-aged. 
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Table 3  

      

Study 3 Participant Demographics 

Participant 

(Case) 
Age Nationality 

Social 

Class 
GBTQ+ 

Ethnic 

Minority 

Mature 

Student 

1 (B) Adult Irish Working - - Yes 

2 (C) 
Young 

adult 
French Working Yes - Yes 

3 (E) 
Young 

adult 
American - - - - 

4 
Young 

adult 
Irish - Yes - - 

5 
Young 

adult 

Portuguese

/American 
- Yes Yes Yes 

6 (D) Adult Spanish Working Yes - Yes 

7 (A) 
Young 

adult 
Irish - Yes - - 

8 Adult Hungarian - - - Yes 

9 Adult Irish - - - Yes 

 

Through preliminary analysis, we identified that one participant’s narrative (presented in 

Case E below) lacked any significant engagement with liminality, instead resembling many of 

the narratives in Chapter 3. We decided to include his interview in the dataset, despite its 

substantive differences for two main reasons. First, he was not the only Erasmus or study-abroad 

student who volunteered for this study, so he was as much within our sample criteria as other 

participants. Second, his narrative was central to the analysis for this dataset, and thus important 

to report. While his narrative followed a similar trajectory as other men’s, he used only fixed and 

stable self-constructions to accomplish this. This man provided us a contrast point from within 

this dataset (rather than from other literature or our own past research) that highlighted other 
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participants’ co-construction of intersectional subject positions (Wetherell, 2008) and 

exemplified a privileged, non-liminal subject position. 

The first author conducted all in-depth, semi-structured interviews at quiet cafes on- and 

off- campus. Participants were first asked to provide a brief description of themselves with the 

prompt “tell me a bit about you, who you are and where you’re from.” Then participants were 

asked to describe their experience up to their transition to university and beyond. While we 

designed the interview schedule to encourage participants to discuss experiences relating to their 

non-normative identity categories, participants usually shared these stories unprompted (see 

appendix b3). Participants were compensated for their time with entrance into a €20 draw. 

Analytical procedure and framework  

Due to the reflective and constructivist nature of our research question, we conducted 

transcription and preliminary analysis in tandem with data collection to identify when we had 

enough diverse cases to conduct a nuanced analysis. When we reached 9 interviews, we 

identified a cohesive central interpretation, as well as clear contrasting cases and we declared that 

our dataset was sufficiently complex for a full constructivist analysis (Starks & Trinidad, 2007; 

Nelson, 2017; Braun and Clarke, 2019).  

Our analytical goals were to identify how men who identified as members of non-

normative groups account for adversity and personal change in their lives and to identify the type 

of men they described becoming or remaining. To accomplish this goal, we conducted a 

constructivist narrative analysis (see Taylor & Littleton, 2006; Sparkes & Smith, 2008, for a 

review) in which we identified ways that participants constructed their identities at different 

points within their narratives (Edwards & Potter, 1992; Potter & Wetherell, 1987; Lindemann & 
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Nelson, 2001) and the social functions of these narrative self-constructions (Atkinson & 

Delamont, 2006; Frank, 2006).  

We followed common procedures for narrative analysis (See Reissman, 1993; Holstein & 

Gubrium 2009). First, through preliminary analysis, we identified that men told stories of 

dramatic adversity in their lives and described many changes and challenges to their identity. In 

turn, men provided many positive, agentic accounts of how they had adapted to this adversity.  

Second, drawing from research on ‘biographical disruptions’ to mental and physical health (see 

Bury, 1987; Crossley, 2000) we narrowed our analytical focus to men’s stories about their 

background or ‘origin’ as well as their ‘turning points’ (McAdams 1996) as a way to identify 

participants’ navigation of liminality. These were times when they either (1) explicitly mentioned 

being disrupted or changing, or (2) provided stories or examples of how they navigated 

disruptive or changing contexts. Importantly, we identified turning points as any time 

participants described significant change to their life course, regardless of the severity, duration, 

or valence of this change (Pillemer, 2001). 

Third, the primary researcher and two research assistants coded how men described or 

presented their personal change within these turning points to highlight the various strategies 

they used to construct either a changing or stable self. Finally, we followed Edley’s guidelines 

for analysing discourses of masculinity (Edley & Wetherell, 1997; Wetherell & Edley, 1999; 

Edley, 2017) to code participants’ engagement with masculinity (as well as other intersecting 

identities) within their stories of turning points. This process of coding both across and within 

participants’ narratives allowed us to identify four stories that are both representative of the 

broader patterns in the dataset and meaningfully distinct from each other.  
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Throughout our analysis, we applied a discursive understanding of intersectionality 

theory (Crenshaw, 1989; Brah & Phoenix, 2004) to identify how men constructed themselves in 

the past and present as embedded in a network of social identities like class, nationality, 

sexuality, and ability. We paid specific attention to how men connected discourses of privilege 

and disadvantage to their intersectional subject position (see Wetherell, 2008). In this way, we 

analysed how these men engaged with structural intersectionality as contextualized by, but 

meaningfully different from, their group membership or social identity in contexts beyond their 

interviews.  

Results  

We identified that across their turning points, all but one man described personal growth 

in response to adversity. While these men described various encounters with “intersectional 

adversity” (i.e., challenges based on their place in systems of inequality and related to complex 

identities or multiple group membership) and described themselves as having changed into very 

different men, all participants framed their turning points as opportunities for (and examples of) 

self-determined growth. In four representative cases, summarised below as Participants A 

through D, Participants A and B constructed their steady growth with reference to explicitly 

advantaged backgrounds, while Participants C and D spoke about their more transformational 

changes as a necessary response to dramatic intersectional disadvantage. In a single contrasting 

case, Participant E described no noteworthy adversity, no dramatic personal changes, and 

engaged very little with masculinity, liminality, or personal growth. All of these men, however, 

used their turning points to construct agentic and authentic masculinity.  
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Case A: Stoic yet Tolerant  

In the first case, Participant A, an Irish man who identified as belonging to a sexual 

minority, responded to our prompts to describe transitional experiences with a story of how he 

grew and changed as a result of deliberately undertaking adversity. He described how, as a result, 

integrated aspects of traditional (harder) and egalitarian (more selfless, open-minded, 

understanding) masculinities to become a more balanced man. He began his story with a 

description of his educated, suburban, and above all, comfortable background.  

PA: Um, I think I’m from a shamelessly middle classed family [laughs], kinda  

family with a golden retriever, Nissan [], father’s a teacher [...]   

This description from Participant A was representative of men in the sample who 

construct privileged backgrounds, in his case explicitly commenting on the normativity of his  

“shamelessly middle classed family,” by listing off other important accoutrements to comfortable 

living. However, PA used this background as a comparison point for a turning point, choosing to 

leave home, that he returned to across his interview as the cause for many of his self-changes. 

PA: So, I made a conscious decision to remove myself from what is comfortable, 

because I was very comfortable at home [...] So, [I now have] college coming 

back, a new job, a new apartment which needed a lot of work. [] And I like 

putting myself into situations like that, [...] I find myself consciously putting 

myself into these situations, just sorta to push myself to see how much I can do.  

[...]  

 I definitely think that that’s a change that’s happened, I definitely think that [1] 

overall, it’s had a positive effect and it’s made me an awful lot harder as well [] 

things that have in the past that set me off on some self-doubting tangent, [] now I 
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just put up with it [...] they don’t really affect me, things that would have 

exhausted me before.  

Participant A began his account of leaving home, the most self-determined turning point 

we identified in the entire dataset, by framing his decision as a fully “conscious” and self-

directed undertaking to “remove [him]self from what is comfortable” in order to “push” and 

challenge the limits of his own capability. Through this, PA claimed responsibility for both the 

adversity he faced as well as his self-determined response: independence, hard work, and 

emotional “hardness.”  Participant A’s description of choosing to face adversity, thereby growing 

more confident and invulnerable echoed the stoic values and self-reliance that characterise some 

normative strategies for men to cope with threats to their mental health (Addis & Mahalik, 2003; 

Sloan, Gough & Connor, 2010). Participant A framed this turning point of leaving home as an 

opportunity to challenge himself and to grow stronger and more traditionally masculine - in this 

way, his own trials in liminal space are self-imposed. However, in other parts of his narrative, 

PA constructed a gentler and more communal masculinity by describing his personal changes as 

growth into a more self-reflective and sympathetic man. The following extracts precede and 

follow a lengthy story referencing Megan Phelps-Roper’s TED talk about extracting herself from 

Westboro Baptist Church (2017).  

PA: Since, moving out, since putting myself into [my current] situation, [] I think, 

in the past I would be a lot angrier and a lot more [.5] close-minded.  

[Participant A speaks (~6 minutes) about how Westboro Baptist Church member, 

Phelps-Roper, slowly questioned her hardline Christian beliefs through dialogues 

and then friendships with another person who dramatically opposed her 

viewpoints]  
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I think that only by being humbled you actually change how you see the world.  

[...] [laughs] [] if you’re forced to see people equally and to understand that 

you’re [also] people. [2] I think it has [a] much more powerful impact. That’s not 

to say that I’m not like, like I don’t know- some reborn person [laughs] either 

who’s like, whose like, I don’t know Mr. Burns [the villainous business magnate] 

when he got high in that episode of The Simpsons.  

While Participant A began by again framing his choices as self-directed, he then 

described how he became more open-minded and humbled as a result of challenging himself. He 

provided the intervening story about Phelps-Roper as an allegory of his own story of 

transformation from aggressive and closed-minded to understanding and sympathetic. However,  

PA finished this story of personal change by denying that he had been completely ‘reborn’ as a 

more virtuous and completely different person, instead emphasizing that his self-growth was less 

dramatic but more lasting. By contrasting his own change with Mr. Burns’ temporarily, 

chemically induced generosity, PA constructed his growth as internally motivated, self-

determined, and above all, authentic. Participant A’s story reflected other men’s accounts of 

masculinity in which they tempered traditional masculine stoicism with examples of emotional 

sensitivity, or carefully constructed their growth as definitively and authentically their own. 

Across his narrative, PA used his turning points, mainly his move away from home, to construct 

an agentic and authentic masculinity; he faced adversity to challenge himself, and he grew both 

stronger and humbler as a result.  

Case B: Reclamation and Recovery  

In a similar way, Participant B, an Irish mature student, traced his narrative from a 

successful businessman working to change others’ lives, to struggling to adjust to a series of 
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health-threatening vehicular accidents, to changing himself and achieving his lifelong goal of 

attaining an undergraduate degree. Like Participant A, he told a story of becoming stronger and 

more capable in which he reclaimed the sense of mastery that the accidents had stripped away. 

First, Participant B described his success in a classically masculine setting, a large corporation, 

where his actions improved other people’s lives, such as when he gave a struggling man a 

lifechanging job:  

PB: I worked for other companies as well [as an international computing 

company], at a high level and, I’ve done profiles and everything, and I suppose 

very high-end management.  

[...]  

[This man asking me for a job] said ‘I’ve had a problem drink/drugs [] I’m off 

that now [] I really want to change my life around,’ he said, ‘I’m living in 

Galway, borrowed a suit, I [] needed to come down here for a job.’ [] I said fair 

play, very good, [] okay, what would you do if I gave you the job? [2] Oh, and he 

said, ‘I’d change my life and everything.’ after this I said ‘I’m going to give you 

the job.’  

[...]  

About three-and-a-half-years later [] that man came in early to come shake my 

hand and thank th-thank me because, [] he did well, he got promoted, he got 

educated in-in a course, he got a girlfriend, he got an apartment. And, you know 

something, he came up and thanked me, and he was in tears thanking me and I 

was in tears.  
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In this story, Participant B constructed his past self as both powerful and influential, 

working in “very high-end management,” generously changing others’ lives for the better. 

Through this ‘origin’ story of giving a man a badly needed job, PB constructed his past self as 

not only stable, but powerful enough to create turning points in other people’s lives. In contrast, 

the rest of his narrative is full of his own subsequent turning points, beginning with a series of 

vehicle accidents that threatened his health and caused him to change careers:    

PB: I broke my back a bit, and it kind of put a bit of ah, a change on things. [] 

And actually [huh] believe it or not, [] I got knocked down again. [] [both laugh] 

that was oh man, how many lives can you have? But anyway, the one -- that one, 

kinda changed me a bit.  

In this extract, Participant B stoically downplayed the severity of these accidents and their 

impact on his health and well-being. By framing his first accident as breaking his back ‘a bit’ and 

his second as getting ‘knocked down again,’ PB used commonly invulnerable and masculine 

ways of discussing his potentially serious and damaging accidents as anything but disruptive 

(Monaghan & Gabe, 2015). In this way, he managed this admission of entering a liminal space 

by constructing a masculinity that was both invulnerable and adaptable; he was able to weather 

the storm of his accidents and choose to make significant life changes in response to them. For 

example:   

PB: And I was thinking yeah, I’ll change -- I’ll go to college -- am, that didn’t 

happen. But, four years ago [], I-I sat down with my girlfriend and I said, do you 

know something? [2] I said I really need to fill this hole inside of me. And, she 

said ‘what is it?’  […] So, basically, I said I want to get this degree and [1.5] you 

know, she said ‘okay,’ she said, ‘but you really need to do it now’ [] ‘’Cause,’ she 
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said, ‘I’ve been listening to you with this for a long time.’ [] She said, ‘every year 

and it’s kinda like, you know -you probably know you’re doing [a degree] it’s 

kinda like [2] you talk so much about it,’ and she said to me- ‘you talk so much 

about it now you either have to get a new girlfriend’= R: =yeah.  

PB: ‘And start again, or you do something about it.’ [R1 laughing] I said well  

maybe we do something about it.  

Participant B’s description of his decision to come to college stands in sharp contrast to 

his earlier stories of success and influence in the business world. Participant B framed his 

reluctance to change as a failure, a departure from the typical masculine pattern of resisting 

change or constructing it as an obstacle (Cornwall & Lindisfarne, 1994; Firnhaber, Greenwood  

& Quayle, 2019) by saying, ‘I’ll change -- I’ll go to college -- am, that didn’t happen’. Even 

more, PB constructed this turning point of choosing to apply to university as communal, made in 

response to his girlfriend’s ultimatum to “get a new girlfriend [] or do something about it” and 

his following concession of “well maybe we do something about it.” In doing so, PB constructed 

a mirror of his previous self (the powerful businessman who helped a needy man turn his life 

around): he turned his life around with the help of his girlfriend after his own story was disrupted 

by hardship. However, PB firmly concluded this story of change with examples of his 

competitively successful adaptation to the university environment:   

PB: You know, ah, on the campus though I see it’s, sure Jesus, it’s absolutely - I 

mean it’s brilliant am, I think the campus tries to make it kind of, am, a uni-sex 

campus. [] So, that when you’re in uni-sex toilets in this whatever- and I mean 

they’re with times-times. [] You know, but, in general, I think [pause] I think it’s 

great, I mean.  
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R: Yeah.  

PB: I mean, I-I-I feel that am, [pause] I have no problem interacting, but I do feel 

that some of the mature guys, [] find it very hard.  

In this extract, Participant B used the example of the university’s recent reconfiguration 

of some bathrooms from single gender to ‘all-genders’ to contrast his own relative ease 

interacting in this modern, and egalitarian, campus to other ‘mature guys’ who find it ‘very hard.’  

He described the campus’s efforts at making a tolerant or ‘uni-sex’ environment as ‘brilliant’ but 

hedged this assessment (exemplified by his stuttering of ‘I mean, I-I-I feel that am,  

[pause] I have no problem’) within a large amount of indirect speech and qualified sentences. 

While PB may also have used the mouthpiece of other mature men to voice his own discomforts, 

he nevertheless constructed himself through downward comparison as more tolerant and ‘with 

the times’ than others in his own social categories, in a particularly masculine and competitive 

way. By doing so, PB again described a liminal context (in this case changing gender norms 

rather than his own injuries) as a way to construct himself as a more competent man.  

Across his narrative, Participant B avoided potential self-constructions as frail or disabled 

and old to describe his stories of redemptive success at university. Participant B constructed 

himself as becoming an accomplished man with the best of both worlds: he had changed others’ 

lives for the better in a previous corporate life, and after the turning-point car accidents, he was 

able to reclaim his previous magnanimity and success as a more tolerant and academically 

accomplished man. This narrative exemplifies the ways in which other participants constructed 

their own liminal spaces (in his case biographical disruptions), not as insurmountable threats, but 

as precipitating opportunities for change that they themselves catalysed for growth into better, 

stronger, men.  
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In contrast to Participants A and B, Participants C and D each told stories of repeated 

navigation of liminal contexts, full of dramatic change and transformation. Each was a mature 

student who expressly identified as non-Irish and as belonging to a sexual minority. Like 

Participant B, each described how he had overcome dramatic environmental adversity and 

biographical disruption by growing through it. However, their examples of adversity and their 

subsequent personal changes more strongly featured intersecting descriptions of social categories 

like class, nationality, and sexuality.  

Case C: Strength out of Adversity  

Participant C provided the most concrete narrative of becoming more traditionally 

masculine, in which he described how he overcame significant adversity that arose from an 

intersectional subject position. This man charted his life narrative through a series of transitions 

that began when he left his home in Southern Europe, searched for stable education, jobs, 

housing across other countries in Western Europe, and faced discrimination and harassment in 

each place he lived. The following extract illustrates how Participant 6 described many of these 

turning points as threats to his independence and agency:  

PC: [M]y father is ah, one of these persons [from] a small poor village in 

[Europe] and he had to [] support his parents [] by working with them on the 

fields outside  

[] He was more or less expecting the same of me. [...] So [when I didn’t look for a 

job after graduating] that ah, made him become very angry, starting ah, to ah, 

accuse me that I wasn’t able to maintain myself, that I wasn’t able to do anything. 

So more or less, he forced me then to ah, look for a job. I looked for a job, for 
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anything, [] one of the jobs was even working in ah, in the [1] in the sewers of the 

city!  

In this extract, Participant C established his origin point at the intersection of class, 

gender, and culture, and described how each undermined his self-determination, illustrated by his 

father’s accusations of dependence and incompetence. By showing how he responded to his 

father’s denigration by taking on manual labour jobs to financially support himself and his 

family, PC was able to describe subsequent challenges (unlike Participant B) in exploitative jobs 

or unstable housing and construct these situations as involuntary or necessary (unlike Participant 

A). Participant C described his actions at each of these turning points as necessary responses to 

external forces: ‘[I] had to get out’ or ‘[I] have to go.’ In response to these pressures, PC 

described a growing sense of anger that reached a boiling point in a heated exchange with 

another immigrant to Ireland:   

PC: But, ah, after a year [] I came to the conclusion that ah, Dublin had become [] 

very aggressive. [] That people when you ah, went down O’Connell Street to the 

south, very often they uh, they rammed you with their shoulders [] when you pass 

them.  

[]  

I [] also had-had an experience with a bus where ah, the bus came so near to me to 

my bike when I was riding at the left side of the- of the road. [] I just would have 

needed to do this [holds one hand up next to his shoulder], and it would have 

taken me with it. [] And I was thinking how is this possible? [...] And I-I-I- just 

ah, pushed the ah, the pedals and ah, went in front of him [to] say: [] ARE YOU 

COMPLETELY MAD? And he, becoming very aggressive, jumping out of the 
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bus really, willing to-to attack me [] if I would have gone further he would have 

attacked me ah, in that [] moment  

[]  

And the final ah, [1] scene [] to understand that I had to get away from Dublin as 

quickly as possible was [At a grocery store, a] guy [] from Poland, [] became very 

aggressive [] And started to ah, to get loud and [was yelling] at me and was like:  

“Oh, finish this” and started to-to ah, to ah, give kicks to my, to my bag, [] 

becoming very loud and aggressive [] ah, that simply pushed the button in me [] 

The adrenaline went to my head really and I started myself, I said: ARE YOU  

COMPLETELY MAD? ARE YOU CRAZY? [] ARE YOU NOT WELL IN  

YOUR HEAD? WHAT ARE YOU DOING IN THIS COUNTRY ANYHOW?  

WE DON’T NEED PEOPLE LIKE YOU HERE! GO BACK TO YOUR  

COUNTRY, WE DON’T NEED YOU HERE. [...] That triggered [] the necessary  

thing, to say ‘it’s time, [I] have to go.’  

In these extracts, Participant C constructed Dublin as a hostile and oppressive place, 

where he was literally pushed around and stripped of his own agency, much like his experiences 

with his father. In contrast with earlier turning points, however, PC described how he responded 

with angry self-determination. With this narrative he drew a strong intergroup boundary between 

himself and this other immigrant that reflected common ways that immigrants establish 

distinctiveness and self-efficacy in the face of constant identity threat (Timotijevic & Breakwell, 

2000). Participant C began his narrative with a vulnerable account of adversity that he used to 

tell an agentic story of becoming more independent and aggressively self-determined in the face 
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of adversity. Indeed, PC provided the most direct assertion across the dataset of growing stronger 

as a result of these turning points:  

PC: No, I think I have changed a lot. Mentally, surely. Psychologically, surely.  

I’ve got much more ah, [] secure. [] I have gained physical strength over the 

years. [] Because of all these changes that I have made [] in a very conscious way  

[...] I see myself as a person with a lot of inner strength.  

In this extract, Participant C reinterpreted, reframed and encapsulated the dramatic mental 

and psychological self-changes he had described throughout his highly liminal narrative by 

framing these as literally gaining “physical [and] inner strength.” Even more, despite his 

descriptions of having been “forced” to work and “hav[ing] to” abandon his own enterprises due 

to discrimination, he reframed these changes as consciously deliberate. The trajectory of PC’s 

story was therefore very similar to the other men in the sample. Despite his repeated descriptions 

of feeling stripped of his own agency: he constructed a narrative of authentic and self-determined 

transformation into a strong and secure man. Participant C’s turning points were ultimately 

opportunities for him to literally grow himself into a stronger man in response to discrimination 

and oppressive adversity.  

Case D: Emancipation  

Participant D provided the most crystalized and self-reflective story of growing through 

adversity. Like Participant C, he documented large, sometimes transformative, and often 

necessary, changes across his narrative. Participant D also framed these changes as personal 

empowerment in the face of dramatic intersectional challenges. However, Participant D 

constructed his masculinity as changing in a very different way, charting his course from 
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growing up in a very intolerant environment to then “emancipat[ing]” himself and growing into 

an educated, open-minded gay man.  

PD: I moved to Ireland. I just needed to emancipate myself from very patriarchal, 

traditional kind of family background, really right-wing family. I sort of bought 

into their principles and ideas because I was only a teen, and so I needed to 

challenge that.  

[...]  

Coming to Ireland was, this is the emancipation that I was seeking. [] for instance 

[in my home country], I was constantly taunted and I hadn't verbalised the fact I 

was gay. I needed to be exposed to more liberal views to come to terms with this. 

Looking back, this is how I view it. I think I needed to be exposed to 

inclusiveness to find my place. I remember my nan, who pretty much raised me in 

[European country], she was saying to me "look at those gays on the TV we 

should burn them all." And I actually was agreeing with her.  

[…]  

You know, I'm one of those liberal leftist bastards now! You know [.5] a word, 

transcendent. I transcended my background, I transcended all the odds that would 

stack up against me, I transcended my preconceived ideas about college. And 

also, I think it has been pragmatic, in a sense. [...] I needed to have that phase in 

my life, where this joy of emancipation, of accepting myself as a gay person, and 

going through the flow of partying like mad three times a week, dressing 

outrageously, embracing sexuality, all those had to be done before I made this 
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jump to go to college. It wasn't realised at the time, you know, it just happened 

this way. But now looking back [] I'm like yeah, this is the meaning of the word  

[transcendent] that I attached, had to be step by step.  

Participant D’s narrative contained the most dramatic personal admissions of change told 

by any of the participants, in which he constructed himself as not just a changed man, but a 

transformed man. His entire narrative was distilled into just one sentence: ‘I just needed to 

emancipate myself.’ By using ‘needed,’ PD framed his navigation of multiple turning points and 

documentation of personal changes, specifically moving to Ireland and coming out, as necessary 

for his survival. By using ‘emancipate’ he likened his past experiences in a ‘traditional’ and 

‘right-wing’ social context to entrapment and oppression and his ensuing escape to liberation. 

Finally, through his use of ‘I’ and ‘myself,’ he claimed responsibility for accomplishing his 

transformation into a gay man and ‘liberal left bastard’ in response to these turning points. In this 

way, although PD’s story contains the most dramatic and transformational admissions of change, 

his statement of ‘I just needed to emancipate myself’ frames these transformations as 

authentically his own will: deliberate accomplishments of agentic self-determination in the face 

of oppression.  

Participant D’s story of wilful personal growth in response to adversity was similar to 

Participant C, but unlike other men, such as Participant A, who framed both their adversity and 

their turning points as stoic and purposeful undertakings. Similar to other participants, PD 

justified his personal growth by framing it as both pragmatic and necessary. He justified his 

growth through coming out as ‘authentic’; his performance of openly gay masculinity ‘dressing 

outrageously, embracing sexuality’ was a necessary stage for him to pass through. Though PD’s 

story of change as necessary and self-determined is not uncommon among gay men’s self-
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narratives (Ridge et al., 2006), it does deviate from the claims to constancy and stability we 

observed in other men’s narratives (See Chapter 3).  

This narrative of transformative change told by Participant D illustrates the ways in 

which other participants described navigating turning points in ways that are often positive, 

enriching, and in his case, giving a ‘joy of emancipation.’ However, these men also constructed 

their turning points as firmly bookended: as satisfying, ultimately positive, past events. Indeed, 

his whole narrative is explicitly framed as ‘looking back, this is how I view it.” In this way, PD 

constructed his liminal experiences, his turning points, as definitively grown through, but also 

definitively left behind and re-interpreted through his current lens. Participant D therefore used 

his descriptions of oppressive intersectional subject position as an opportunity to tell a story of 

growing into a more authentic and self-directed man, precisely through successfully navigating 

and ultimately transcending his past adversity with positive personal changes. By constructing 

his vulnerability and changes as firmly past, PD constructed an agentic and indeed redemptive 

masculine self in the present.  

Contrasting Case E: Stability  

In a final contrasting case, Participant E hardly spoke about adversity, personal changes, 

or growth, and engaged very little with masculinity. His story was the least intersectional; unlike 

other participants, no significant systems of oppression intersected with his masculinity in either 

his demographic self-description or his entire narrative. His story was also the least liminal: 

while we recruited Participant E as an international/non-Irish man to describe related ostensibly 

liminal experiences (as other non-Irish men in our sample did), he constructed a subject position 

with only his personal and national (United States) identity. As such, we identified no clear 

liminal contexts that he constructed across all the transitions that he described (including leaving 
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secondary school, attending university, and coming to Ireland). Indeed, the only possible self-

change that he identified in his life-story was in the future; as a potential and minor change, it 

does not qualify as a turning point. Participant E provided the following responses to a question 

about how he had changed since he moved from the U.S. to Ireland. 

PE - Because so many things are different, or they're just slightly different, so 

you're like... 'Whaaaat?'[] Like, [] I dunno, shopping, that's just different. People 

are moving all around and you're like 'oh, um, hold on, I'm trying to get this' and 

there's like people walking all around. So I'm just like 'okay, so, this is how you 

get the shopping cart now' or 'this is where the building is at,' or things like 'hey 

this is how you clean up your gym equipment after you're done.' Stuff like that.  

[...]  

They gave us a little chart when we got here, from my home college. It's just a 

little graph of like, how you feel over time and it's like 'you're gonna be excited' 

and 'you're gonna be nervous' and 'you're gonna accept it' [] and I feel like I'm not 

really following that. It's kind of just been like, excitement [] So [with respect to 

how living abroad will affect me] I feel like I'll change a little bit, I'll be like, 

more worldly... kinda lame but, I'll be more worldly. I'll be like, 'oh yeah this 

person [has a] different point of view, I get that because I studied abroad' and 

stuff like that.  

In contrast to all other participants, Participant E had no meaningful stories of adversity 

or identity challenge in his changing circumstance of travelling abroad to study, and no stories of 

ensuing personal growth or transformation. Instead, he related several examples of minor 

adjustments to his routine activities, like shopping or going to the gym. Nevertheless, by 
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claiming that he did not ‘follow’ the typical pattern of students’ struggling with adjustments to 

life abroad, Participant E was still able to positively differentiate himself as more stable and 

internally consistent than his peers. Participant E did allow that he will change ‘a little bit’ to be 

more ‘worldly’ as a result of his experiences abroad and that, similar to Participant A, his change 

will make him more understanding or tolerant of others’ views. In this way, Participant E even 

further constructed himself as a stable man whose changes, if they come, will only be 

accomplishments.  

In contrast to all other men in the sample, Participant E’s lack of engagement with change 

and challenge in the present warranted no defence of his changes as authentic. With no clear 

descriptions of adversity, his story included no clear past turning points. With no clear past 

turning points or personal changes in his story, he did not defend these changes as authentic (as 

other men did) and did not provide the discursive material (that being challenge or disruption of 

any kind) necessary to build a narrative of personal growth. He therefore constructed a stable self 

by positioning his personal change as a relatively minor future accomplishment. Participant E’s 

story of stability shows how other men could have constructed themselves as consistently 

accomplished, but instead chose to tell stories of growing and changing across challenging 

turning points. However, like all other men in the sample, PE’s (predicted) changes only ever  

(will) make him a stronger more self-determined man.  

Discussion  

We examined how men who identified as one or more disadvantaged groups account for 

adversity and change in their lives, if at all, and what kind of men they describe themselves 

changing into or remaining. We identified a central pattern that connected all men’s stories. All 

but one of our participants gave examples of adversity they faced in liminality and then provided 
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stories of how they ultimately adapted to or overcame these social and structural challenges. 

While men provided widely different accounts of adversity and described changing into widely 

different men, they all framed their turning points as opportunities for growth. Across these 

men’s narratives, they therefore constructed themselves as authentic and agentic men by framing 

their changes as either necessary, self-determined, or both.  

We understand these men’s narratives of self-determined growth as having positive 

implications for men’s well-being in navigating liminality. Primarily, these men exemplified 

ways that both intersectional adversity and personal change can be used to construct self-

determined growth. Using narratives of growth to make sense of negative experiences is 

associated with well-being and positive meaning-making in adults; this allows for ‘disruptive’ 

elements to be reckoned with and incorporated into narratives of ‘redemption’ (Bury, 1982; 

McAdams, 1996; Bauer & Park 2010). Indeed, previous work on migrant men’s experiences of 

moving countries identified that men similarly framed adversity as opportunities for growth or  

‘rites of passage’ (Monsutti, 2006; Kirk et al., 2017). From a therapeutic perspective, this 

reframing may be adaptive, in the same way that narratives about trauma can reframe personal 

transformations as necessary recovery and growth (Pals & McAdams, 2004). Additionally, this 

provides a more positive framework for men to account for liminal challenges than some 

traditionally masculine models of being stoic, invulnerable, and resisting change (Addis & 

Mahalik, 2003; O’Brien et al., 2005).  

However, there are potential negative implications, especially for less advantaged men, if 

growth is the only available lens through which they can view and reckon with adversity. First, 

men constructed their accounts of adversity and subsequent personal growth as firmly 

bookended, completed, and left in the past. Second, these men never failed to find growth in 
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adversity; for example, no men described any change (whether oppressive homophobia or 

vehicle accidents) that caused lasting or damaging disruption to their self-concept. Although their 

stories sometimes included hints of vulnerability, challenges and turning points were always 

described in terms of strength, self-determination. In these ways, they managed vulnerability 

with constructions of their current selves as the most self-determined and least vulnerable they 

ever have been.  

Indeed, with the exception of Participant E and his story of social privilege, men used 

stories of vulnerability to establish stories of personal growth into authentic men. However, these 

men (especially Participants C and D) construct a particularly social authenticity (see Scully, 

2015); they grow truer to themselves by overcoming other men, oppressive systems, or other 

intersectional adversity. While this could be an adaptive response to adversity, it also aligns with 

a growing literature on a western imperative for men to at least appear stable, agentic, and 

independent (Connell, 1987; Eagly & Steffen 1984; Eagly et al, 2000; Jost & Kay 2005; Edley, 

2006; Sherman, 2009). Less advantaged men and men with dramatic ‘biographical disruptions’ 

such as chronic illness, trauma, or otherwise (Bury, 1982; Crossley, 2000) may fall short of these 

norms around stability and agency because of their intersectional position (Crenshaw, 1989, 

1991, Coston & Kimmel, 2006).  

Additionally, members of minority groups often must engage in extensive and taxing 

identity work to counteract group-based stereotypes and negotiate their own identity in a context 

where this identity may not be normalized (See Carbado & Gulati, 1999 for a review). Any 

imperative to appear stable and agentic may weigh more heavily on men whose intersectional 

experiences undermine a sense of agency and self-stability. Even more, these findings suggest a 

connection between men’s intersectional position, their place in systems of domination and 
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subordination, and the stories they tell themselves and others. In many ways, these men 

constructed ontologically liminal (O’Reilly, 2018) pasts in contrast to their stable and self-

directed present. This implies that for some men whose lives or life stories are characterised by 

liminality, constructions of a recovered or redeemed self may be a way to maintain a positive 

self-concept when reckoning with a self-history of discrimination and oppression.  

These findings provide a counterpoint to our earlier studies in preceding chapters on 

masculine selves in liminality. We identified that generally privileged men broadly constructed 

themselves in terms of stability, continuity, and success, and even resisted claims that they had 

changed at all. In the current study, we intentionally sampled university men who we believed 

would be most likely to share stories of change and included Participant E’s account of stability 

and accomplishment that was more broadly similar to how participants from both of these 

previous studies constructed themselves. Being a straight, white, young, US study abroad 

student, Participant E was only a temporary resident of Ireland from a globally powerful country 

and from a self-claimed broadly advantaged background. As such, his self-construction as a 

stable and independent young man required no additional identity work along the lines of change 

or growth to justify his authenticity. While outside of our methodology, he may not have 

experienced the same intersectional identity-relevant adversity as other participants who 

identified as other disadvantaged social categories or who described significant losses of health 

or status. However, as our methods are neither an explicit intersectional analysis nor a more 

positivist analysis of participants variously liminal self-concept, the implication that more 

experiences of inequality may lead to a more liminal self-concept merits further quantitative 

investigation. 



CHAPTER 4: I’VE EMANCIPATED MYSELF 

  

109  

  

Limitations and Future Directions  

These findings and interpretations should be considered in the light of several aspects of 

the study design and analytical approach. First, our sample is small and heterogeneous in 

meaningful ways. Their narratives, which constitute a few individuals' constructions of their own 

subject-positions, reflect wider discourses of the self, masculinity, class, sexuality, that these and 

other men may engage with (Taylor & Littleton, 2006; Broom 2021). Second, we broadly 

categorize men’s experiences and self-constructions of change as their navigation of liminal 

contexts and liminal selves, regardless of the specificities of those changes. For example, while 

we understand Participant D’s descriptions of self-change in both coming out (Ridge, Plummer 

& Peasley, 2006) and moving countries (Gallo 2006; Charlsey & Wray, 2015) as liminal, the two 

experiences and their associated identities are vastly different in the specific experiences that 

men face while navigating them. Future work could more closely examine how people engage 

with discourses of self-stability and change in specific liminal contexts, such as coming out.  

We conclude that when asked to relate stories of changes and challenges across their 

lives, these men responded with stories of intersectional adversity and sometimes dramatic self-

transformation. We identified that a primary discursive accomplishment for all of these men was 

to frame personal change as authentic growth. For some, this involved descriptions of how they 

purposefully responded to challenges and became humbler as a result; for others, it involved 

descriptions of how they emancipated themselves from restrictive and oppressive circumstances 

and embraced newfound freedom or newfound strength. In their narratives, adversity provided 

these men, with at worst, a severely disruptive but surmountable challenge, and at best, an 

opportunity for self-directed growth. While these constructions of adversity as opportunity are 

suggestive of adaptive coping strategies such as benefit finding (Affleck & Tennen, 1996), they 



CHAPTER 4: I’VE EMANCIPATED MYSELF 

  

110  

  

may also reflect social pressures on men to appear invulnerable, and potentially more 

normatively masculine. In either case, these men defend their challenges in intersectional 

liminality and their resulting changes as authentically self-directed growth, as fires they used to 

forge themselves into better men.  
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Chapter 5  

“People change  

But you know some people never do  

You know when people change  

They gain a piece, but they lose one too”  

  -Future Islands, Seasons (Waiting on You), 2014  

  

General Discussion  

Summary of findings  

  This body of research reports our search for liminal masculinity with three samples of 

men with varying nationalities, sexualities, ages, and class backgrounds. We identified that these 

men constructed themselves as overwhelmingly stable and their changes as almost exclusively 

self-determined. We asked the central questions of how men in Ireland construct changing or 

stable selves (RQ1) and what kinds of men they describe becoming or remaining (RQ2). In the 

first study of undergraduate men’s transitions into first year of university, we identified that men 

used stories of continuity in the face of change to construct authentic masculinity. In the second 

study of relatively normative men’s young adult transitions, we identified that they used stories 

of success and victory to construct their current selves as their most accomplished, agentic, and 

masculine ever. In the third study of relatively less privileged men’s life transitions, we identified 

that men used narratives of intersectional adversity to illustrate their self-directed and positive 

growth through liminality.  
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Primarily, men only rarely incorporated liminality into their own self-concept in their 

stories of navigating life transitions; they instead described themselves as strong, agentic, and 

explicitly stable (Finding 1). The evidence we found of liminal masculinity (that is, men’s selves 

that are still changing, still being negotiated, in-transition, actively challenged) were in stories of 

their pasts, with their (often intersectional) adversity neatly bookended, and their hardships 

successfully and victoriously overcome as a result of their own self-determination (Finding 2). In 

short, these men constructed current masculinities that were anything but liminal. For some men, 

this was a straightforward narrative of consistent privilege and advantage. Others who 

constructed positions of intersectional disadvantage, deployed a more ‘redemptive’ story that 

showed their changes had successfully moved them past liminality and towards invulnerability.  

Theoretical Implications: Hegemonic (in)vulnerability 

These men constructed a normative discourse of invulnerable masculine selfhood, where 

stability is the hegemonic ideal, followed closely by positive and self-directed change. While 

describing personal change is not by definition an admission of vulnerability, these men treated it 

as if it was; they provided justification for each of the self-changes they described. In this way, 

these men incorporated liminality into their masculinity as further evidence of strength, 

constructing their current selves as the best and most authentic men they have ever been, the self-

made products of a series of successfully completed transitions. As such, we identified that these 

men’s claims of self-constancy were one way that they could construct invulnerability, and 

conversely that admitting (unmanaged) self-change could construct a more vulnerable, 

potentially less masculine self. For our participants then, claiming self-constancy may have been 

a way to align their narratives with some norms of masculine invulnerability.  
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  Our findings support conclusions that hegemonic discourses of invulnerability can 

permeate and inform men’s health behaviours, discourse, and embodied experiences, to 

encourage harmful stoicism (see Gough, 2018 for review). As men’s behaviour and talk 

regarding help-seeking is strongly characterized by their management of vulnerability 

(Courtenay, 2000), if men see health problems as disruptive to a positive self-concept (Navon 

and Morag, 2004) and also see self-changes as vulnerability, this could inform their decisions not 

to seek medical or psychological help. In this way, norms of self-stability may inform men’s 

interpretation of what lived experiences are worth seeking help for in the first place (Lomas et 

al., 2013). In this framework, perhaps some men avoid help-seeking to sustain a self-concept as 

unchanging and invulnerable. For example, Courtenay’s (2000) exploration of gendered health 

behaviours provides the example of stoicism in practice: “Long (1993) described a farmer who 

caught his finger in equipment while harvesting his wheat field; he pulled his finger out — 

severing it — wrapped his hand in a handkerchief, and finished his work for the day before 

seeking medical care.” This story not only shows toughness and self-denial, but a commitment to 

dutiful consistency and a refusal to change behaviour even in the face of losing a finger. 

Nowhere has some men’s resistance to changing their health behaviours been clearer than 

during the spread of the global pandemic of COVID-19 in 2020 and 2021 (Mahalik et al., 2021). 

While the pandemic forced governments and people all over the world to reckon with 

fundamental changes, many men resisted, describing wearing face masks as “shameful, not cool’ 

and ‘a sign of weakness’ and believing themselves invulnerable to the virus (Capraro & Barcelo, 

2020; Palmer & Peterson, 2020). This example illustrates how norms of stoicism and constancy 

can be harmful for men as well as those around them, and the crucial role that men’s own 

engagement with self-change and practise of different health behaviours can play.  
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Conversely, a norm for self-directed change could inform therapy with men and 

encourage positive meaning-making. People in general (and especially men) often try to 

minimize their vulnerability when describing adversity, and instead ‘invest in, refuse, or 

reconfigure the subject positioning allocated to them’ to construct themselves as ‘subjects who 

can become, who can exercise agency’ (Gray et al., 2020, p.204; Schulz, 2019; Touquet &  

Schulz, 2020). We saw this in our data, and we identified men’s stories of growth through 

adversity as benefit-finding, or positive meaning-making; that is, active efforts to find meaning 

and well-being in negative life experiences that can foster resilience rather than stoicism (Theron  

& Theron, 2014).  

Meaning-making could be a useful tool for allowing men to ‘reconfigure’ their past 

adversity and may help address challenges involved in therapy with men across many different 

contexts and client backgrounds (Englar-Carlson & Stevens, 2006). Indeed, there is some 

evidence from clinical practice and case studies that encouraging men to embrace change can 

help them be more emotionally vulnerable (Allen et al, 1991). From clinical practice to public 

awareness campaigns, there is an opportunity to encourage men that masculinity and 

vulnerability aren’t mutually exclusive (Schlichthorst et al., 2018). For example, men’s 

reconfiguring of vulnerability as masculinity can be a creative identity process and a way to 

reckon with depression (Emslie et al., 2006). The risk, however, is that reframing changes as 

agentic and masculine growth still leaves little room for liminality in men’s understanding of 

their lives. This could have serious implications for men who occupy more ontologically liminal 

(O’Reilly, 2018) and intersectionality disadvantaged positions.  
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Theoretical Implications: Intersectional Liminality  

Our analysis of liminal masculinity incorporated intersectionality in order to explain how 

engagement with broader social structures may have shaped these men’s stories of life 

transitions. Integrating intersectionality with liminality provides a framework for examining the 

psychological construct of selfhood (Gergen, 2011) as both (1) subject to the interlocking of 

societal authority and hegemonic norms (Foucault, 1977), and (2) therefore at any moment 

communicated as fixed and/or fluid in response to (and mutually constituted by) these wider 

cultural norms. Similar to Freeman’s (1999) description of the Poetic Self, this approach 

conceptualizes selfhood as constructed using both linguistic tools of an individual’s social 

position, and the labour of the individual themselves. The combination of these two approaches 

allows researchers to examine, as we did, how people actively negotiate their self-concept at the 

crossroads of both intersecting social systems and narrative self-trajectories: of stability and 

change, past and present. This approach recognizes that the life histories, milestones, and 

accomplishments that people use to construct their self-concepts, memories, and aspirations are 

subject to and situated in complex systems of social inequality.  

Our findings provide one example for how this approach could be applied. We examined 

intersectional liminality in the largely under-researched domain (for both theories) of relatively 

advantaged groups (western men) and relatively normative life-transitions (university, young 

adulthood, and others to lesser extents). As such, our findings can be understood as an 

exploration of complex social privilege: the ways that multiple dimensions of masculinity can be 

used to effectively disguise, circumvent, and in some cases erase liminality. Men who identified 

with advantaged social positions constructed their own navigation of university, and other life 

transitions, as hardly liminal. Men who identified as having less advantaged backgrounds 
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described profound changes, even emancipation from oppression, across these life transitions. In 

some men’s stories, university was a natural progression (hardly even a transition, let alone 

liminal) to the next expected life stage and beyond. In other men’s stories, moving from one 

intersectionality disadvantaged position to another was profoundly challenging and 

transformative. In this way, we identified that these men’s constructions of intersectional 

privilege and disadvantage were fundamentally bound up in their construction of variously 

liminal selves; men used their subject positions to manage liminality either through constructing 

a story of consistent advantage (finding 1) or showing how they overcame their ontologically 

liminal (O’Reilly, 2018) histories (finding 2). 

One implication of our approach is that other bases of privilege like whiteness confer 

different and variously ‘invisible’ advantages that shape people’s experiences through times of 

change that may be characterized by discourses of stability and constancy. For example, Metzel 

(2020) examined the ways that historical discourses of whiteness fundamentally shape many  

Americans’ support for policies that can indirectly and directly harm them from healthcare to gun 

control - largely through resisting change. For example, as protest movements like Black Lives 

Matter campaigns brought about social upheaval in U.S. cities, rural white Americans bought 

guns in order to defend their way of life against an ideological threat hundreds of miles away. 

Metzel’s (2020) and Courtenay’s (2000) work highlights how both masculinity and whiteness 

can involve practices of self-reliant stoicism - preferring injury and in some cases literally death, 

over changing values. Others have highlighted how from educational institutions (e.g., Roth & 

Ritter, 2020) to sport (e.g. Spaaij et al., 2019), the interests and discourses of whiteness are often 

against social change. Future research could explore these connections between multiple 
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privileged positions that constitute whiteness, and the discourses that lay claims to their stability, 

normality, defence of the status quo, and in turn minimize or erase liminality.  

A second implication of our approach is that people in more ontologically liminal 

(O’Reilley, 2018) social positions likely must construct selves (whether fixed or shifting) in 

response to these less-stable conditions. For example, LGBTQ+ people navigate and narrate 

important transitions such as ‘coming out’ (or declaring one’s LGBTQ+ identity) in vastly 

different and variously normative ways (Brown, 2011). In many ways, LGBTQ+ people are 

perpetually negotiating liminality - even coming out is not a final or fixed process from one state 

to another (like the traditional liminal model of a wedding ceremony), and is often repeated over 

and over, in many different ways to different audiences (Orne, 2011). Even more, recent work 

identifies how many aspects of LGBTQ+ people’s lives, notably the fluidity and multiplicity of 

queer people’s identities and experiences, challenge traditional notions of liminality as a purely 

linear transition (March, 2020). Indeed, contrary to all the discourses highlighted in this 

dissertation, some queer writers such as Alok Vaid-Menon (2020) describe finding joy in exactly 

the transitional and category-defying liminal space that define life for many people, including 

those with LGBTQ+ experiences. Future work could examine how LGBTQ+ people use 

discourses of self-change and stability when telling coming out stories, and how their 

construction of intersectional subject positions may (as we identified with most of our 

participants in study 3) be used to relate or even reform challenging, ontologically liminal life 

experiences into a story of self-growth.  

Contextual Concerns and Future Directions  

The preceding chapters outline detailed limitations to the three empirical studies that hold 

true for the dataset as a whole, from small sample sizes to inductive and exploratory processes. 
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While these methodological decisions lead us to these men’s stories of stability and self-directed 

growth, they do not fully capture the importance of contextual concerns that merit further 

investigation. As such, three additional features of this work: the interview method, western and 

Irish context, and constructivist framework, should be considered when appraising the overall 

inferences, implications, and conclusions.  

Interview Methodology  

The primary finding, that men in these interviews present the best selves they ever have 

been, is fundamentally shaped by the immediate demands of these conversations, namely that 

these were explicitly academic, psychological interviews, not ‘naturally occurring talk’ (see 

Potter, 1997; Potter & Hepburn, 2005). Instances of participants meeting the discursive 

constraints of the interview are spread unevenly across the dataset, but are present nonetheless. 

For example, multiple participants asked for approval from the interviewer, or checked for his 

approval of what they said. Additionally, participants asked if they could use profanity, if they 

had provided a suitable answer, if their examples were what the researchers wanted, or 

apologized for their answers to interview questions.  

All of these examples highlight not just the discursive authority that an interviewer holds 

in such conversations, but also participants' efforts to negotiate a norm of psychological wellness 

and individual selfhood well-established in discursive psychology (See Edwards & Potter, 1992;  

Parker, 2002). From psychiatrists’ constructions of psychopathology (Parker et al., 1995), to 

parents’ everyday deployment of shame (Potter & Hepburn, 2020), people across society are 

engaged in the identification and elimination of psychological and behavioural ‘problems.’ Even 

more, psychological interviews can specifically encourage the performance and co-creation of an 

authentic, ‘ideal’ self (Smith et al., 2015; Scully, 2015; Whitaker & Atkinson, 2019). As such, it 
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is partially unsurprising that these men framed their challenges as opportunities for success or 

constructed their best-ever selves in our psychological interviews. There is potential for future 

discursive psychological work to explicitly connect our findings to existing literature. This work 

could examine how people construct specifically ‘psychological’ selves (that is, those built for 

psychologists) across different clinical, medical, or academic contexts, and how different norms 

of self-stability and gender may shape these interactions in different ways.  

In addition to my position as a ‘psychologist’ I suspect that my particular masculine 

presentation had important implications for these interviews. Importantly, I identified very few 

parts of interviews, other than casual address like ‘man,’ that I could attribute directly to 

participants’ perception of me as a man. While it’s likely that elements of my own privileged 

position as a man remained invisible to me (see McIntosh, 1988) this observation held true even 

as my reflexive practice deepened through each study. Both generally and in these interviews, I 

present as friendly, gentle, and intellectual. Men likely engaged with me very differently than 

with a man presenting in a more traditionally masculine, specifically ‘laddish’ way (Benwell, 

2002). As such, they may have seen me as more accomplished in education (the broad context of 

these interviews) than masculinity, and thus shared stories about how they too were successful in 

these domains rather than romantic relationships, sport, or other stereotypical elements of lad 

masculinities.  

However, participants have significant power to frame and reframe the interactions in an 

interview to their own interests (Roberts, 2014). For example, participants were far from 

‘passive’ in their treatment of me as an authority, and often took on a role of educator 

themselves, whether on their own life experience or their cultural background. While I identified 

few distinct impacts of my status as a man, my status as non-Irish was consistently relevant 
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across data collection. In the first and second studies (chapters 2 and 3), I noted multiple 

instances of participants explaining slang or parts of their experience such as gender-segregated 

Irish secondary schools. In the third study (chapter 4) I identified multiple participants assuming 

shared experiences as an expatriates/non-Irish person; from evaluating new phone plans to 

connecting with other international communities. 

Irish, Western, University Context  

Second, while we conducted interviews in Ireland, our recruitment of men from across 

Europe and America and our interviews’ lack of focus on cultural differences limits our ability to 

specify our findings to men’s constructions of Irishness. However, in seeking to identify liminal 

masculinity in Ireland, we looked for examples of ‘ambiguity, contradiction, and fluidity’ 

characteristic of some Irish masculinity (Darcy, 2019). While we identified a few discourses of 

self-fluidity, these men’s stories draw more on different discourses of stoicism and adaptability. 

As such, our findings more strongly echo the longstanding literary portrayal of Irish masculinity 

as stoically resilient (e.g. Joyce, 1992) but, as with other post-colonial identity performances, 

conflicted (Pelan, 2012). In one poignant example out of many, the Irish play ‘Philadelphia, Here 

I Come’ (Friel, 1964) presents a dilemma between the public and private faces of its main 

character, Gar. As he grows increasingly frustrated at the stoicism of men around him, private 

Gar says, “to hell with all strong men,” all while public Gar stoically detaches from those around 

him to emigrate to America. While ours was not an ethnographical or cultural analysis, it is very 

possible that some of these men drew on these cultural interpretive repertoires to understand and 

construct their own life stories. In short, the norms for masculinity in Ireland, perhaps post-

colonial intentions to leave elements of the past behind, may specifically encourage men to 

perform selves where liminality and change are managed, bookended, and firmly past (Popoviciu 
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et al., 2011). Future work, linking literary analysis of masculinity (e.g. Ging, 2016) with more 

discursive work on Irish identity construction (see Scully, 2009; 2010) could further investigate 

men’s everyday engagement with the many cultural discourses of masculinity and Irishness. 

The small and broadly homogenous sample of European and American collegiate men 

was a defining feature of this project and there are interesting implications for contextualising 

their stories within a more broadly Western framework. These men overwhelmingly told stories 

of progress, whether steady or eventual. This upwards trajectory is a widely available trope 

identifiable in the way Western culture, especially since the Enlightenment, constructs the arc of 

history such that “the dominating strain of the Western world has condemned the past to death as 

the tomb of irrationality and celebrated the future as the promise of perfectibility” (Fuentes 

1982). While no men in our sample described this harsh of a disjuncture between their present 

and past, the dangers of a purely progress-focused narrative are widely recorded. This 

teleological construction of ‘progress’ has been deployed to justify, among others, the spread of 

capitalist policies (Harvey, 1989) the violence, displacement, and erasure faced by indigenous 

peoples through colonialism (Hixson, 2013), and the halting, hard fought efforts towards social 

change as ‘good enough, for now’ (Seamster & Ray, 2018). In the same way, many of these men 

use personal narratives of progress to manage the more problematic, intersectional, and liminal 

aspects of their own histories.  

As such, it may be no surprise that the largely white, educated, European and American 

men that we interviewed about their experiences in university adopted this discourse when 

recounting their own history. As relatively privileged men immersed in learning and reproducing 

some of the dominant discourses of western knowledge in university, progress may be the most 

powerful and available schema through which they interpret their experience. Through this lens, 
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all change must indeed justify itself as progress, as victory over the past. While we explicitly 

asked these men about their experiences as men and interpreted our findings accordingly, future 

more Foucauldian or critical work could explicitly examine the ways that men lay claim to their 

own or others’ histories in ways that uphold or contest other dominant narratives of white and 

colonial progress.  

Constructivist Framework  

Third, while we draw on more positivist clinical and sociological literature, our 

constructivist framework specifies the exact generalizability of these findings that other 

epistemological approaches to similar questions can build upon in the future. For example (and 

related to the second contextualization above), while we consider that these interviews are 

situated in an Irish context, our analyses stop short of assembling a general portrait of Irish 

masculinity, whether in the media (see Ging, 2012) or across society (See Darcy, 2019). 

Especially in light of recent, compounding social changes, from the world’s first successful 

referendum on Marriage Equality in 2015, to Brexit’s ongoing uncertainty in the Republic of 

Ireland and Northern Ireland from 2016 onwards, to the ongoing COVID-19 pandemic in 2020 

and 2021, Irish society is changing extremely rapidly. Quantitative analysis could examine the 

impact that these and other social changes have on different intersectional categories of men’s 

well-being, income levels, or endorsement of different gender norms to further illuminate the 

ways that liminal intersectionality may play out in contexts specific to Irish men.  

Similarly, though this work is partly situated within the context of men’s health and help-

seeking, our analytical framework is not directly aligned with these questions. Our findings do 

strongly align with several qualitative studies on men’s accounts of depression (Emslie, Ridge, 

Ziebland, Hunt, 2006; 2007; Ridge, Emslie, White, 2011). In this body of work, some men spoke 
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about recovering from depression by reorganizing potentially vulnerable and feminized (in our 

framework also potentially liminal) experiences as masculine; by doing so, they told stories of 

strength and control (as did men in our sample) but also about their connections and 

responsibility to others (less like men in our sample). While we can only speculate about this, 

future work could examine the ways that various narratives are more or less useful for various 

men in maintaining their wellbeing, self-esteem, self-efficacy, and physical/emotional health 

across differently liminal contexts. For example, self-narratives of powerfully stoic masculinity 

could be incredibly beneficial for those whose situation necessitates survival in harsh and 

isolating conditions. This could extend well beyond archetypically harsh contexts like 

incarceration (Umamaheswar, 2020) or rugged polar exploration (Bloom, 1993), to everyday life 

at work and at home.  

Conclusion  

In sum, considering these contextual concerns, our findings can be applied to fields 

concerned with the social production of the self, including gender studies, health, cultural 

studies, and examinations of psychological methodology. Primarily, we conclude that these 

men’s narrative self-constructions of self-stability and self-directed change are rooted in (1) these 

interviews and their immediate interactional context, (2) practiced and reframed in various ways 

across other contexts in these men’s lives, and (3) a specific window into broader interpretive 

repertoires that other men, when met with similar demands, may reference and perform (Taylor 

& Littleton, 2006; Broom 2021). 

As such, our participants' stories of both self-stability and self-directed change must be 

understood as not more or less than opportunities for them to build a self-concept for us, not 

wholly like or unlike versions of the self they had built in previous contexts across their lives. 
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We understand these selves to be both constructed from and shaped by the complex advantages 

and disadvantages they have faced throughout their lives, communicated within the context of 

their interview. As such they are examples of how some men in Ireland can and do tell their life 

stories. Our findings draw attention back to Ridge’s (2019) description of masculinity as located 

in the context and the audience rather than the actor, who is likely trying their best to meet the 

demands placed on them. Our results beg the question: which audiences demand that men must 

not be liminal, that they must make progress while also not changing? In what ways do these 

stories of stability limit men’s self-expression to stoic, isolating invulnerability, or help men 

survive adversity from multiple dimensions of social inequality by encouraging the resilience to 

reframe challenge as growth?  

These dimensions of social inequality, as co-creations of discursive constructs like 

masculinity and organizations like university, are neither singular nor static. They are systems 

that are moved through, intersecting differently for different people across time and context. As 

such, these systems are in part maintained by affording some the privilege of constant stability 

while leaving others no reasonable option but disruptive, ontological liminality. Even more, these 

systematic inequalities are co-authored by the language and practices of every person involved; 

as people are shaped by the changing world around them, they shape their selves and life stories 

in turn. For the men in our research, these stories followed a common pattern. Regardless of the 

extent to which they described their life transitions as disruptive, they always described 

themselves as having developed into their best, most authentically agentic selves.  

In telling these stories, to us or others, these men take part in the collective co-authorship 

of modern masculinities in Ireland. Disadvantaged men’s stories of growing through adversity 

provide a model of how men can reckon with changes in redemptive and ultimately fulfilling 
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ways to build self-concepts that are flexible, organic, and resilient. However, many of these men 

also tell stories that are stoically agentic. These show that liminality and change can indeed be 

problematic for men; for these men, simply admitting personal change required justification. This 

sets a harmful norm for how men build their self-concepts, leaving little room to relate 

overwhelming adversity, unmanaged mischief, present crisis, or difficult ongoing growth. As the 

catalogue of current liminal spaces in Ireland and beyond, cultural transformations, political 

instability, mass migrations, technological advancement, and climate changes grows seemingly 

exponentially with each year, it is more important than ever that masculinities are cultivated that 

can accommodate not only past, but current change. As bell hooks (2004) so eloquently 

identified, for men to be liberated, not from some imagined feminist androcide but from the 

many toxic pressures of patriarchy itself, they must be willing to cultivate the ‘will to change.’  
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Appendix A. Recruitment Material 

 

A1. Study 1 Email to student body 

We are inviting you to take part in a study of men’s experiences during their first year of 

university. We are interested in your experiences this year in terms of how it differs from your 

life at home, your challenges with adjustment to university life, and how you percieve yourself 

as a result. If you are a man in your first year at UL and you would be interested in talking about 

your experiences, then your participation would be greatly appreciated. Participant names will be 

put into a draw to win a 20 euro, 'one-for-all' voucher. Participant information is kept entirely 

confidential and anonymity is maintained throughout the process. This research study has 

received Ethics approval from the Education and Health 

Sciences Research Ethics Committee 2014_12_16_EHS. 

 

Yours sincerely, 

Dr Ronni Greenwood 

Psychology Department  

UL 061234618 
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A2. Study 2 post to social media 

Note: Recruitment for Study 2 was carried out using snowball and word of mouth 

sampling. As such, there was no ‘official’ email sent out to a student body or specific 

organization. Below is the text from a social media post that started the search for participants. 

Hi friends, I am doing interviews on how men experience life transitions across young 

adulthood. I am recruiting men from Ireland who have graduated from university and are now 

working. The interviews are 30 minutes long. 

If you know anyone, especially in the Limerick area, get in touch with me or pass this on to 

them! 
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A3. Study 3 email to student body and specific student groups 

Dear Student: 

We are looking for men students, both undergraduates and postgraduates, to take part in a study 

of men’s experiences during their undergraduate years of university. The transition to university 

can be a challenging experience for students who are from non-traditional backgrounds or don't 

match the typical UL student profile. 

If one or more of the following describes you, 

• a man who is a mature student (began an undergraduate course at age 23 or older), 

OR/AND 

• a man whose sexual orientation is non-heterosexual (e.g., GBTQ) 

OR/AND 

• a man who is an international or Erasmus student or who immigrated to Ireland from 

another country.  

Then we would like to talk to you about your transition to university life.    

Your participation would be greatly appreciated. Participants may choose to enter into a draw to 

receive a 20 euro, 'one-for-all' voucher. Your participation will be kept strictly confidential. This 

research study has Ethics approval from the Education and Health Sciences Research Ethics 

Committee 2014_12_16_EHS. 

Please contact Joe Firnhaber at joseph.firnhaber@ul.ie if you would like to participate or would 

like further information about the study. 

Best wishes, 

Ronni M. Greenwood, PhD 
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061 234 618 

Psychology Department 

University of Limerick 

Co Limerick IRELAND 

V94T9PX  
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Appendix B. Interview Schedules 

B1. Study 1 

1. First, could you give me some background on where you are from?  Tell me about your 

hometown, your family, what your parents do for a living, and what your life at home is like.  

2. With these next questions, I’m interested in masculinity and how people chose to be and act 

as men; their choices and experiences rather than the biological fact of their sex. Could you 

tell me about the other men in your family, like your father, siblings, or important relatives; 

what are they like? What about the other lads in your secondary school, or your friends, what 

kind of guys are they?   

3. In comparison to them, how did you act and feel while at home and at school; what kind of 

guy were you before coming to UL? 

4. What has it been like for you, as the guy you’ve described, coming from the environment 

you’ve described, to UL?  This could be in terms of academics, the culture of the college, the 

campus housing, the other lads at UL, your relationships with peers, and your romantic 

relationships. 

5. What are some of the biggest challenges you have encountered during your first year here at 

UL?  How have you negotiated these challenges?  

6. Finally, what are some of your proudest moments, your biggest triumphs, during your first 

year here at UL? 
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Question 2 and subsequent questions about masculinity are adapted from Wetherell, M., & 

Edley, N. (1999). Negotiating hegemonic masculinity: Imaginary positions and psycho-

discursive practices. Feminism & Psychology, 9, 335–356 
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B2. Study 2 

1. First, could you give me some background on where you are from?  Tell me about yourself, 

where you live, your job, your family, and what your parents do for a living.  

2. With a lot of this interview, I’m interested in masculinity and how people chose to be and act 

as men; their choices and experiences rather than the biological fact of their sex.  

3. Tell me a little about your hometown and the people there. What were the people like? What 

kind of guys were around? In contrast or comparison to them, what were you like when you 

lived there? 

4. Tell me a little about your university, what was it like for you to attend? Hat were the people 

like? What kind of guys were there?  In contrast or comparison to them, what kind of guy 

were you? 

5. Similarly, tell me a little about your current workplace. What about your colleagues, co-

workers, and friends? In comparison or contrast to them, what type of guy would you say you 

are now?  

6. What has it been like for you, as the guy you’ve described, coming from the environments 

you’ve described, to your current position and who you are now? What changes or 

similarities have you experienced between the places themselves, work and living space 

cultures, and relationships with peers/colleagues? 

7. What have been the biggest challenges throughout this, leaving home to university, leaving 

university to begin working? What have been your proudest moments? 

a. So it sounds like you have gone through a lot of changes in this transition. Is that 

true? What has it been like for you dealing with this change? 
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b. So it sounds like things have stayed about the same throughout this transition. Is that 

true? How has it been having things remain pretty much the same? Are there any 

times where you- how you present or express yourself, how you see yourself, or your 

interests - throughout this transition from college to work, or even in any point of 

your adult life, that you have dramatically changed? 

8. So you’ve talked a lot about (change/consistency) - in previous interviews, a lot of the men 

talked about remaining consistent and authentic throughout their transitions, not talking about 

a whole lot of change at all. What do you think of this? Do you see a lot of other guys in your 

position? 

9. What does this mean to you, to (stay similar/adapt and change). How do you negotiate that 

challenge of working to change or working to resist it? 

10. Where do you see yourself in a few years? Where would you like to live and work? What 

sort of people do you want to be with? What kind of man do you want to be? 
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B3. Study 3 

1. First, could you give me some background on where you are from?  Tell me about your 

hometown, your family, what your parents do for a living, and what your life at home is like.  

2. With these next questions, I’m interested in masculinity and how people choose to be and act 

as men; their choices and experiences rather than the biological fact of their sex. Could you 

tell me about the other men in your family, like your father, siblings, or important relatives; 

what are they like? What about the other lads in your secondary school, or your friends, what 

kind of guys are they?  

3. In comparison to them, how did you act and feel while at home and at school; what kind of 

guy were you before coming to UL? 

4. What has it been like for you, as the guy you’ve described, coming from the environment 

you’ve described, to UL?  This could be in terms of academics, the culture of the college, 

campus resources, the other lads at UL, and relationships with peers. 

a. In this section, much of the unstructured content will focus on how participants’ 

specific identity category (BGT, mature, international) has impacted their experience 

in the transition to university. 

b. For example, for international students, their adjustment to the culture of Ireland and 

their University will be a central focus of this section. 

5. What are some of the biggest challenges you have encountered during your time here at UL?  

How have you negotiated these challenges?  

a. In this section, much of the unstructured content will focus on what challenges 

participants have faced in regards to their specific identity category (BGT, mature, 

international). 
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b. For example, for mature students, the difference in age and potentially in life stage 

will be a central focus of this section. 

6. Finally, what are some of your proudest moments, your biggest triumphs, during your first 

year here at UL? 

 

Question 2 and subsequent questions about masculinity are adapted from Wetherell, M., 

& Edley, N. (1999). Negotiating hegemonic masculinity: Imaginary positions and 

psycho-discursive practices. Feminism & Psychology, 9, 335–356 
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Appendix C. Reflexivity Sample 

Summarized Extract from Reflexivity Journal 

 Below is a summarized extract from one of the journals used as part of my reflexive 

practice. These journals are all physical notebooks that I used partially for field notes and 

partially for reflection. This practice helped me separate my knowledge about participants, my 

observations of them, and record my initial thoughts based on interviews. I’ve transcribed a page 

here with only light editing to make the text more formal. This particular section concerns my 

thoughts going into an interview for Study 2, my positionality with respect to the participant, and 

my reflections afterwards. 

Participant information. Participant was referred to me by [Other participant]. I met with 

Participant once before to set up interview location and time. He strikes me as kind and friendly. 

[Other participant] described he likes to travel. Maybe there is an opportunity to talk about 

transition points? Note: let this happen organically. 

Identities: We are both young men, people who’ve lived in other countries, current (or former) 

university students, people who live in Ireland. He is Irish and I am from the U.S. He is 

employed and I am a graduate student. 

Interview: Participant was relaxed. Interview was very conversational – all topics on interview 

schedule met without needing to introduce specific questions often. In response to challenge [to 

tell a story of change] Participant actually offered examples of self-change, and my thought was 

correct, they were examples of travelling. Specifically, he said how he felt he could change when 

he went abroad. Maybe more like self-growth (similar to study one third pattern results?). 

Masculinity is harder to say, very focused on independence and being in control of how he is 

perceived but also focus on freedom. No real ‘man talk’ also didn’t treat me like a cultural 
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outsider. Maybe mutual contact [other participant] helps rapport? Is snowball sampling in 

general better for rapport?  

Reflection: I immediately recounted some of this interview to my supervisor, and I am excited 

after this interview. This might be my ‘best’ interview so far, at least in terms of guiding the 

conversation organically. Partially, I think it went well because I relate to this participant a lot. 

My study abroad was very similar (based on surface level at least) and I could empathise with 

both some of the challenges and the way he described using study abroad as a fresh start. He 

didn’t share any examples of challenges during study abroad, however. I experienced a lot of 

loneliness and depression. I even went to counselling because of this. Most guys so far don’t 

share anything like [mental health concerns], I would expect a psychology interview to be the 

right time to do so. I need to make sure that I balance my curiosity about adjusting to liminality 

with these guys’ stories they want to share. I can ask about changes and challenging times but if 

men do not want to share these then that is interesting itself. 
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Appendix D. Analytical Sample 

Sample of Study 3 Analysis  

In the interest of illustrating not just the final product, but the process of this research as 

well, below is an example of the early stages of analysis on Study 3 (Chapter 4). This sample 

consists of summaries of the narratives of each participant, specifically notes regarding their 

constructions of masculinity. Here, we summarised men’s identity work as broadly ‘egalitarian’ 

and ‘traditional,’ which is very different from the performance-based framework now used 

throughout the thesis. This sample should be considered an illustration of an early developmental 

stage of the theoretical and analytical conclusions (not yet disentangled from a trait-based 

understanding of masculinity) reached in the resulting thesis.  

 

Participant 1 

Participant 1’s narrative describes how he went from someone stuck with a more or less 

traditionally masculine life to being a more egalitarian man with an elevated point of view. He 

puts a lot of emphasis on the power he gained over his life throughout the changes that HE 

MADE (he claims responsibility for all changes). At the same time, he tells a story of decreasing 

traditional masculinity. In the end, he describes himself as a more authentic, egalitarian man who 

benefits from his former more traditional life in business. This story might justify his decision 

against a rather successful and secure life by constructing a new, perhaps more valuable modern 

masculinity. 

Participant 2 

Participant 2 probably tells the story that contains the most drastic change. At the same 

time, he seems to use his story the least to present a certain picture of his masculinity – this may 
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be a better example of liminal identity work than masculine identity work. His change is very 

characteristic of “gender liberation” as he grew up in a very restrictive environment and mindset, 

then “emancipated” himself from this environment and developed to be a very liberal, open-

minded man with differentiated opinions. He does describe more sexuality-relevant changes than 

any other GBTQ+ participant. Overall, he constructs a hard-won authentic and egalitarian 

masculinity. 

Participant 3 

Participant 3’s story contrasts with the others in that he does not really tell a story about 

change, challenge or disadvantage. Rather, he compares daily life in Ireland to the daily life in 

his home country but without much reflection on how any of the differences might have an 

impact on him. His self-construct seems to be more or less indifferent to changes or differences 

in his environment. The changes are superficial to him, not reaching more fundamental levels of 

his constructed self, and much smaller compared to the changes and difficulties other participants 

describe. In the instances he talks about developing into a more independent and “worldly” 

individual, he does so in respect to specific situations in which he might benefit from such traits. 

Even though he portrays himself as a rather egalitarian man, he does not really explain how he 

developed to be one. He constructs a stable masculinity that is not easily impacted by change. 

This might be the most privileged story of all men in the sample. 

Participant 4 

In his story P4 describes his development from a shy, self-conscious man to a man that is 

much more communal and sociable but at the same time more confident and independent. Most 

of this development seems to have to do with the experiences he has made during his time with 

the scouts, which he also seems to use as a “compass” to new situations with people in other 
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environments (e.g. education). Even though he describes himself as more sociable now, he seems 

to be very self-conscious and aware of how other people might react to him and his actions. As a 

gay man, he also seems to focus a lot on how other people perceive his masculinity. For 

example, he describes his fashion choices as an element of identity performance. P4 describes 

feeling more comfortable looking “masculine” than “feminine” and expects others would judge 

him for, or expect him to, look feminine.  

Participant 5 

Participant 5’s story is largely characterized by his many moves and travels. He describes 

how he feels insecure about the concept “home” or his origin, as he does not really know where 

he is from. Moreover, he describes struggles with cultural differences that he says always make it 

hard for him to fit into a new place. At the same time, describes how his lifestyle makes him 

more independent with every move but also gives him the chance to understand other cultures 

and ways of living better. His masculinity across the narrative is increasingly independent, 

moving from uncertainty and confusion in each new location towards mastery and self-direction. 

Participant 6 

Participant 6’s story is different from other men in this dataset in that instead of 

becoming more egalitarian throughout his life, he describes increasing anger and constructs a 

more traditional masculinity. He is also increasingly independent, as he moves from location to 

location, he neither needs nor depend on other people socially or materially. Most of the other 

people that are part of his story act as obstructions to his goals, or directly treat him poorly (such 

as his father). As a counterpoint, he is engaged in social work and this seems important to him, 

his construction throughout of hard-fought masculinity includes physical strength as well. 

Participant 7 
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Participant 7 balances various constructions across his narrative. In some aspects (independence, 

work, “hardness”, responsibility etc.) he describes a development towards a more traditional 

masculinity. In the most other aspects (self-reflection, relationships, more moderate views on the 

world) he describes a development towards a more egalitarian masculinity. A possible discursive 

goal for P7 is to construct maturity: a compromise between different constructs of masculinity as 

well as the notion that he himself consciously puts himself into situations that he thinks will help 

him grow. 

Participant 8 

P8 tells a story of gender-balance. As an immigrant, he had to adjust to some cultural, 

social, and jurisdictional differences that in his opinion shaped his view on new things and other 

cultures and made him more accepting. He also seems to have learned that he needs to balance 

out some traditionally masculine character traits to ensure financial and emotional security for 

his family. Nevertheless, his main goal at university is very success oriented as his education 

largely involves furthering his career. He also describes university as a place which should be 

more competitive with respect to its preparing role for work life, which is a very traditionally 

masculine perspective. 

Participant 9 

Participant 9 tells a story that contains several changes concerning his notion of 

masculinity. When he moved from England back to Ireland, he is despondent and does not have 

as much access to social and public life anymore. This transition definitely matches 

characteristics of liminality. At the same time, the loss of an important and powerful position for 

him in England is connected to this liminal transition. In Ireland, he was a father and through 

that, developed to be a more egalitarian man. Nevertheless, he describes discomfort with this: he 
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describes lacking “purpose” by only taking care of the children, but more importantly because 

other parents (mothers) did not really accept his status as a man in a domestic role. His response 

to this was to move into university, giving himself purpose again with academic success, without 

abandoning responsibility for his family and making sure to have a good relationship with his 

children. His whole development can be described as going from an independent masculinity, to 

incorporating many caring elements, to a successful and balanced man. 
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Appendix E. Ethics Materials 

F1. Studies 1 and 3 Informed Consent form 

 

Informed Consent Form 

2014_12_16_EHS: Men’s experiences of the first year in University 

Purpose of the Study: We are inviting you to take part in a study of men’s experiences during their 

transition into university. We are interested in your experiences in terms of how university differs 

from your life at home, your challenges with adjustment to life at university, and how you perceive 

yourself as a result. 

Procedure: Participation will involve engaging in an interview with the researcher that will last 

about an hour. 

• Participation in this study is completely voluntary and can be withdrawn at any time up 

until a report is prepared (pre, post or during data collection). 

• This study has received ethical approval from the Education and Health Sciences Research 

Ethics Committee 2014_12_16_EHS of the University of Limerick. 

• Signing this form indicates that the details of the study has been explained (information 

sheet) and understood, and that you are willing to participate in research interviews. 

• Signing this form indicates that you give consent to the researchers to use the data obtained 

during your interview for the purposes of their research. 
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Please print your name in the line below. 

I _________________________  give my consent to participate in the aforementioned study and 

agree that the data garnered during the interview process may be used for research purposes by Dr. 

Ronni Greenwood and Joseph Firnhaber. 

Date:__________________ 

Participant signature: _______________________________________ 

Signature of person obtaining consent: _______________________________________ 
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F2. Study 2 Consent form 

Informed Consent Form 

2014_12_16_EHS: Men’s experiences of the first year in University 

Purpose of the Study: We are inviting you to take part in a study of men’s experiences during their 

transition out of university. We are interested in your experiences in terms of how leaving 

university differs from attending, your life at home, your challenges with adjustment to life after 

university, and how you perceive yourself as a result. 

Procedure: Participation will involve engaging in an interview with the researcher that will last 

about an hour. 

• Participation in this study is completely voluntary and can be withdrawn at any time up 

until a report is prepared (pre, post or during data collection). 

• This study has received ethical approval from the Education and Health Sciences Research 

Ethics Committee 2014_12_16_EHS of the University of Limerick. 

• Signing this form indicates that the details of the study has been explained (information 

sheet) and understood, and that you are willing to participate in research interviews. 

• Signing this form indicates that you give consent to the researchers to use the data obtained 

during your interview for the purposes of their research. 
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Please print your name in the line below. 

I _________________________  give my consent to participate in the aforementioned study and 

agree that the data garnered during the interview process may be used for research purposes by Dr. 

Ronni Greenwood and Joseph Firnhaber. 

Date:__________________ 

Participant signature: _______________________________________ 

Signature of person obtaining consent: _______________________________________ 

 

 


